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Introduction. Hello, My Name Is 
Natalie, and I Am a Hypocrite

Natalie M. Dorfeld
Florida Institute of Technology

As I write this introduction, I imagine sitting around a circle of academics. Small 
chat is being made. The coffee is stale. We awkwardly take turns introducing our-
selves to the fellow educators and, more importantly, the readers of this collec-
tion. When it comes to me, I brush off my corduroy pants and say, “Hi, my name 
is Natalie. I teach composition and literature at Florida Tech. I am the biggest 
hypocrite in the world. My practice and preaching are not aligned. In fact, they 
are not even close. You should probably take your cheese platter and leave now.” 
But for this to make any sense, we must start at the beginning. 

I graduated from Slippery Rock University in 1998, double majoring in phi-
losophy and English with a specialization in writing. The running joke amongst 
my friends was I wanted to make myself as unemployable as possible. For the next 
few years, I bounced around between odd jobs in my dismal Rust Belt town (book 
seller at Borders, head lifeguard, alpaca shaver, housecleaner, and chiropractic 
assistant) before heading back to SRU for graduate studies. 

From 2001-2002, I worked in the writing center at SRU. By day, I tutored un-
dergraduate students. At night, I took composition and literature classes. I found 
this work deliriously intoxicating because, like most students who major in the 
humanities, (1) I love to read and write, and (2) I was told I write well. To say I 
was green about the academic landscape would be putting it mildly. Naively, I 
followed the advice of my professors, who had entered a more merciful job mar-
ket, to keep on going. Get that brass ring. Obtain the almighty piled higher and 
deeper terminal degree. 

In 2003, I started my part-time teaching journey while simultaneously pursuing 
a Ph.D. in English with a concentration in composition and TESOL at Indiana Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania. I worked in northwestern Pennsylvania and was a freeway 
flyer between multiple campuses: private institution, state school, and community 
college. In my most productive year as an adjunct professor, I made a whopping 
$13,500. No medical benefits. No retirement contribution. I only survived because I 
was living with my future husband at the time, who had a full-time job with benefits. 

Like most on this dysfunctional merry-go-round, I became severely depressed. 
I sent out what felt like a million resumes, and I quit collecting the rejections after 
100. And, like every adjunct out there, I can empathize with the struggle:

• I was denied flu shots from the health center because I was part-time, even 
though I had more student contact (sometimes double) than full-time faculty. 

https://doi.org/10.37514/PRA-B.2022.1589.1.3
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• I was given classes one day before they started, and then I was chastised by 
the dean because I was disorganized. 

• I didn’t have a first or last name. I was “that adjunct in the hall.”
• I would attend every math meeting on campus because they served free 

pizza, and I could not afford a meal plan.
• I furnished my apartment by dumpster diving and made bookshelves out 

of milk crates and leftover plywood from the lumber yard. 

Fast forwarding to today, 2021, I am now a tenured associate professor of En-
glish at Florida Institute of Technology, which is a private research university 
located on the Space Coast. Am I a genius? Hardly. I sometimes misspell cat. Am 
I well published? Not really. There is always room for improvement. I am simply 
one of the lucky ones, for I was in the right place at the right time. I have no false 
illusions of grandeur or superiority. So, why this adjunct collection now, and why 
do I feel like a giant fraud?

Because I tell my first-year students to follow their passions. I love the English 
major with every fiber of my being. It’s deeply embedded in my soul. Hell, I even 
show Dead Poets Society in class, but I discourage students from hoisting me on 
their shoulders with my bad back and all. However, when a promising writer 
comes up to me and says, “I want to be an English professor one day,” I want to 
punch that student in the face. Hard. This would be done out of love, naturally, 
but the administration would probably frown upon it. 

But it also brings up larger and uncomfortable questions in higher education, 
such as how did we get here? How can one obtain a Ph.D. in English yet make 
more money as a manager at Burger King? What the hell went wrong? When did 
it go awry? And perhaps most importantly, how can we help the next generation 
of academics? Options are desperately needed and a lot more than one of them. 

Historical Context
I often wondered why my professors did not warn me about the bleak job market 
in humanities, but things were very different when they started their careers, the 
so-called golden ticket days of academia. According to Marc Bousquet, author 
of How the University Works: Higher Education and the Low-Wage Nation, more 
than half of the faculty in public institutions were unionized in the 1960s (187). 
Furthermore, Bousquet notes, in the 1960s-1970s, part-time faculty made up only 
20 percent of the total population. They were used as more of a stopgap measure, 
i.e., if a full-time faculty member took a sabbatical and/or an emergency hire was 
needed for whatever reason. The rest, 80 percent, were either tenured or on the 
tenure track (201). And then the 1980s rolled in with a vengeance. 

In the era of Reaganism and trickle-down economics, buzzwords like “flexibil-
ity” and “supply vs. demand” and “alternative perspective” began to swirl around 
college campuses (Bousquet 198-99). Couple that with anti-union rhetoric from 
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politicians, and things started to decline rapidly. Higher education became more 
of a business, one designed to make money and cut any and all humane corners. 
What was one easy way to accomplish this? Deny all the bells and whistles that 
come with full-time employment. In 1987, part-time faculty rose to 40 percent of 
the faculty in higher education (201). 

Today, this system of exploitation has almost completely inverted itself in one 
working generation. According to New Faculty Majority, which cited data avail-
able from the Department of Education, as of 2009, 75.5% of college faculty are 
considered contingent, “meaning they have NO access to tenure.” That is 1.3 mil-
lion out of 1.8 million faculty members across the United States. Of those, 50% are 
adjuncts, which is a part-time professor. For all intents and purposes, they are the 
backbones of every department but the Walmart laborers of the college: low pay, 
no retirement contribution, and zero medical benefits (“Facts about Adjuncts” 1). 
Think it cannot get worse? It does. 

According to recent statistics from both New Faculty Majority and Coalition 
on Academic Workforce:

• Over 1/3 have no office space or phone. 
• Ninety percent receive no formal campus or departmental training. 
• Class assignments are often received just one or two weeks before classes 

begin.
• With no health coverage, many are forced to sign up for Medicaid (Doug-

las-Gabriel).
• Some are paid as little as $1,500 with the median pay being $2,700 per class 

(“Facts about Adjuncts” 1).

To put it bluntly, as stated earlier, you can earn a Ph.D. in English and make more 
as a manager of a fast-food chain. 

And this inequity does not discriminate from college to college. It’s a nation-
wide epidemic of sorts. According to Scott Jaschik, citing an American Institutes 
of Research study, between 2003 and 2013, the share of faculty members who were 
off tenure track increased from:

• 45 to 62 percent at public bachelor’s degree-granting institutions.
• 52 to 60 percent at private bachelor’s-granting colleges.
• 44 to 50 percent at public research universities.
• 80 to 83 percent at community colleges.

To those on the ground floor, this is common knowledge. Outside of the ivory 
tower, however, this dirty little secret is widely unknown. As Douglas-Gabriel 
similarly notes, many individuals (students, parents, education policymakers, 
and journalists) think college professors live a life of the mind: raking in six fig-
ure salaries, working twelve-hour weeks, and having the summers off. In fact, it 
wasn’t until the tragic death of Margaret Mary Vojtko that mainstream media 
decided to sit up and take notice. 
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Professor Vojtko taught French for 25 years at Duquesne University, grossing 
just $10,000 per year; when she was 83 years old, the school decided not to renew 
her contract, and she subsequently passed away, impoverished and close to home-
lessness (Sanchez). The national backlash, which sparked anger and outrage, left 
many asking, “How can schools that make millions of dollars and be so heartless 
and greedy? Moreover, if this is widespread, why do working professionals put up 
with it? Why don’t they fight back?” 

The good news is some people are doing just that. In Reclaiming the Ivory 
Tower: Organizing Adjuncts to Change Higher Education, Joe Berry highlights 
successes at the University of Illinois and Roosevelt University in Chicago. By lay-
ing out clear plans—make a committee, go public, recruit allies, act like a union, 
and spread the word via websites, flyers, and emails—the Coalition of Contingent 
Academic Labor (COCAL) has been moving the needle steadily there and else-
where (Berry 118-129). According to its website: 

They achieved major gains in June 1998, including the reclas-
sification of PT faculty teach two sections as salaried half-time 
employees with full medical, dental, and retirement benefits, 
and a floor of $4000.00/course. These successes inspired other 
faculty in the Boston area where there are 58 separate institu-
tions of higher education. However, since most of these colleges 
had no union, part-time faculty from other colleges began to 
join with those at UMB [University of Massachusetts Boston], 
making the April 1999 conference a base for the Boston Project, 
now in its second year of demonstrating the success of regional 
coalition. (“History of COCAL” 1) 

Likewise, as discussed by Colleen Flaherty, in The Gig Academy: Mapping Labor 
in the Neoliberal University, authors Adrianna Kezar, Daniel T. Scott, and Tom 
DePaola, detail how this shift from employing full-time to part-time workers isn’t 
limited to just faculty employment. It’s a canary in the coal mine for post-second-
ary education as a whole. 

The text “notes that academic and support staff members, librarians, curators, 
archivists, and postdoctoral fellows have all suffered steep cuts to their ranks in 
recent years, as well” As a result, Flaherty notes, many office and administrative 
staff are either part-time employees or outsourced, which can lead to poverty-like 
wages, unrealistic overloads, and demoralizing mental health effects. 

For those working at state schools with strong unions that have the ability 
to organize and strike, change is happening. It may seem painfully slow, but it 
is occurring nonetheless. For others, specifically those in locales without union 
protection, the battle for equality can feel like two steps forward and one step 
back. And in a right to work state, such as Florida, where I work? Things become 
gray and murky. Tread lightly, my friend. If one is too vocal, he/she runs the risk 
of being dismissed. 
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Contingency, Exploitation, and Solidarity: Labor and Action in English Compo-
sition, edited by Seth Kahn, William B. Lalicker, and Amy Lynch-Biniek, touches 
upon this delicate balancing act, with a call for full-time faculty to advocate and 
stand behind their peers in the trenches. 

In one chapter noted in their collection, “Adjuncts Foster Change: Improving 
Adjunct Working Conditions by Forming an Associate Faculty Coalition (AFC),” 
Tracy Donhardt and Sarah Layden discuss how the AFC at Indiana Universi-
ty-Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI) was created to improve working con-
ditions for contingent faculty, secure funding for conferences, obtain office spac-
es, and win modest raises. Through much back and forth with administrators, 
small gains were made, including:

We were invited to serve on the committee to plan the cam-
pus-wide orientation for part-time faculty for fall 2011, the first 
such offer ever made. We increased membership in the Coalition 
to nearly 250 part-time faculty, full-time faculty, staff, and students. 
We gained additional media coverage . . . Where no raises for part-
time faculty had been approved in years, the Coalition lobbied for 
and won raises for those working in the School of Liberal Arts 
. . . We held a “Coffee with the Coalition” event to promote our 
existence and remind students, faculty, and staff of our mission 
and the need to get involved. We held a third-annual teach-in. We 
gained professional development funds for all part-time faculty 
across campus who presented at conferences. (194-195) 

Such stories reveal why multiple voices, angles, and solutions are needed 
at this time in higher education. As others have noted, on the most basic level, 
adjuncts should be given access to professional development, decision making 
votes regarding their classes and policies, adequate meeting spaces with students, 
instructional resources, fair and transparent renewals, and a place at the table 
during department meetings (Heitsch, Levine, and Madison 96). But we can do 
better. We must do better for all parties involved. 

Purpose and Organization of the Book
With the onset of the recent pandemic, academia is at a crossroads. 1. Enterpris-
ing graduate students are in limbo because of departmental cuts and new caps 
on M.A. and Ph.D. programs. 2. Adjuncts are being forced back into the class-
rooms, many lacking adequate insurance, while COVID-19 spreads like wildfire. 
3. Chairs and deans are running around with their heads cut off due to projected 
enrollment and budget woes. Some smaller institutions may be forced to close 
their iron gates forever. People are angry and rightfully so. 

What makes this book a different animal? I like to think of this narrative 
collection as a Target store—because it is classier than Walmart—for academ-
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ics. There is something for everyone. Likewise, because ages and living situations 
vary a great deal, individuals need a Plan B. Its goal is to reach faculty members 
in three phases of their careers:

• those thinking of entering the profession
• those knee-deep in it and looking for ways to improve conditions
• those who have vacated academic positions for more humane alternative 

tracks   

There is no one-size-fits-all scenario when entering academia. Individuals, es-
pecially in the humanities, are expected to make great personal and professional 
sacrifices. The stories are brutally honest, raw, and vulnerable. Furthermore, it 
gives a platform to voices that are often silenced, giving readers a sneak peek into 
what being a college professor really entails. 

Part I: The Struggle is Real/Academia’s Current Landscape

The first part of this collection isn’t meant to dissuade anyone from reaching for 
their goals, but it is a precautionary warning about the current academic land-
scape, which involves hiring freezes, campus closings, and the restructuring of 
departments. Educators know “retrenching” is a pretty word for cutting staff and 
faculty across the board. As mentioned earlier, 75 percent of faculty members 
have no access to tenure, leaving them vulnerable and disposable every semester. 
Statistically speaking, the odds are not in your favor. 

Marjorie Stewart, author of “Adjunctivitis: The Plague of Academia” discusses 
the woes of the “freeway flyer” lifestyle in her piece. To those outside of the acad-
emy, this term is widely unknown, but adjuncts know it all too well. The term is 
used to describe a part-time professor who travels to multiple institutions, often 
within one day, to piece together some semblance of a full-time job due to the 
minimal salaries provided by adjunct positions. In addition to the hustle being 
exhausting, it becomes downright confusing when the days and different schools 
blend together like a kaleidoscope. She states:

But not all was right in my world. I had three classes at PCU 
[alias for a private city university], two at a local community 
college, and two with another private college in the suburbs. I 
had three book bags: a Monday/Wednesday/Friday bag, a Tues-
day/Thursday bag, and a Wednesday night bag. If I pointed 
my car in the wrong direction and didn’t realize it within a few 
miles, I was late for class. 

And others in this section, the ones who have so-called “made it” by securing 
full-time jobs, note that the part-time struggle often affected their finances and 
family dynamics, with most not landing stable employment with benefits until 
they were well into their 40s, 50s, or 60s. 
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Part II: The Debilitating Effects of Disposability

Piggybacking on Part I, this section reveals the darker undercurrents of aca-
demia, the not so pretty version we don’t share in the glossy brochures or with 
prospective parents on group tours. Because the system prides itself on cheap 
labor, even the greatest and most energetic of faculty members will inevitably feel 
one (or all) of the following: mental, physical, and emotional exhaustion. And the 
kicker of all this? Adjunct faculty members are often assigned first-year courses, 
so they are the people most students will meet first, the ones who are expected to 
“be happy” and “alert,” as one nameless dean encouraged. 

For instance, Maria Shine Stewart, one of the contributors featured in Part 
II, is currently an adjunct faculty member at two colleges. As noted in her chap-
ter, her teaching experience includes 27 continuous years in adjunct capacities at 
up to four colleges simultaneously, with her introduction to adjunct life coming 
shortly after completing her first master’s degree (in English). She has served on 
two MLA committees dealing with adjunct labor, one as the result of an appoint-
ment and one through member election. She also has a master’s degree in coun-
seling and is concerned with community and campus well-being. 

She has been a popular columnist at Inside Higher Ed from 2011 to the pres-
ent, and her writing reveals she knows the isolation that goes hand-in-hand with 
contingent life. As the heart of any department, with over 50% of its faculty be-
ing part-time in most liberal arts’ programs, her chapter describes the feelings of 
being underappreciated and often underutilized within the campus population: 
migrant, marginalized, expendable, and invisible. As she writes of what non-ad-
juncts sometimes think about adjuncts, “You must be a good teacher. You teach 
at three different schools.” Little do they know the sheer exhaustion that goes on 
behind the scenes. 

If one adds the COVID-19 domino effect (parents teaching from home and 
Zoom burnout) to the situation, it’s not hard to see why the last two years have been 
overwhelmingly draining, leaving many academics wanting to jump ship all togeth-
er. Not to mention, a majority of part-time faculty members are not given health 
insurance by their universities. Many were not given the option to teach remotely 
while tenured professors had choices. Academia portrays itself as a beacon of fair-
ness and principles. It is not. It is simply a broken system of haves and have-nots. 

Part III: Knee-Deep in the Trenches/What Now?

Part III is meant for those who are knee-deep in the academic trenches, includ-
ing faculty members, administrators, and chairs, from a variety of different in-
stitutions and locales. They have completed their graduate or doctoral courses. 
Perhaps they are happy where they are, or they are quietly looking elsewhere. 
Already in for the long haul, they are seeking solutions on how to improve their 
current situation and/or the health of their department. 
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Anne Balay, author of “Ten Toil . . . Where One Reposes”: Stories of an Adjunct 
Faculty Organizer” in this section, organizes adjunct faculty members for SEIU 
Local 1 in St. Louis, Missouri, at the Community College level, the would-be Ivy 
level, and the urban Catholic level. Missouri is not a state that facilitates public 
sector bargaining at the best of times, but during the pandemic and accompanying 
recession, her members will bargain new contracts in the summer of 2021.

Circumstances like these are not rare, but as Balay stated in her chapter, these 
schools treat contingent faculty “like missionaries who will get their reward in heav-
en.” She noted that since adjuncts don’t want to wait that long, they develop strat-
egies, organize their fellows, and fight to keep hope alive. More than anything, she 
said, they yearn to feel like their work—their sacrifice—is meaningful, which they 
hear in spades from students but from few else at the institutions that employ them. 

As their organizer, Balay said her main task is to get out of their way. She 
relies on her experience as an oral historian and background in queer theory to 
use the power of the adjunct faculty members’ stories—their embodied, visceral 
experience—to expose the corrosive norms that bind us all. Only then, she said, 
can we challenge the regimes that render their work invisible and irrelevant to the 
real work of the schools where they teach and imagine ways to insert them in the 
center where they belong. 

Other authors in this section offer guidance on a tactile level (student, full-
time faculty, and administration advocacy) while still others call for radical sys-
tematic reform. This includes the restructuring of academic departments, divid-
ing composition and literature, and either cutting down on the overproduction of 
doctoral students or providing more stable, well-paying positions that specifically 
require their qualifications.

Part IV: Bye, Felicia

Part IV is for those who are considering pursuing greener pastures via alterna-
tive-academic careers. The authors in this section either advise taking jobs out-
side of academia and/or have left the field themselves. The one common thread is 
being an adjunct is not a dead-end job. For working professionals with advanced 
degrees, there comes a time to say enough is enough. As a result, many of the 
contributors have moved on to better positions with improved salaries, medical 
benefits, and retirement contributions. 

Ten years ago, Andrea Verschaeve had a full-time, non-tenure track teaching 
position at a university, and she was receiving a small stipend as the part time di-
rector of the school’s writing center. As she notes in her chapter, she was enrolled 
in a Ph.D. program at Indiana University of Pennsylvania, had completed the 
required coursework, and was conducting research on her dissertation. She also 
felt trapped and miserable.

Jason Porath, co-author in this collection with Verschaeve, began his edu-
cational journey toward a doctoral degree while working as a special education 
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teacher at a juvenile detention/treatment center in Michigan. He enrolled in the 
doctor of educational leadership program at Central Michigan University and, 
Porath explains, upon completion of the coursework, he entered the dissertation 
phase eager and enthusiastic to earn the doctoral degree and advance his career. 
However, a three-year delay in the approval process for data he was interested 
in using, on top his mother’s diagnosis with multiple sclerosis (MS) and quick 
decline, derailed his dissertation progress.

Today, both Verschaeve and Porath teach felons in a medium-security North 
Carolina state prison. They never expected part of their workday to include sally 
ports and pat downs. They never envisioned their classes being interrupted by 
correctional officers performing inmate counts, nor did they think their class-
rooms would be completely devoid of internet access. But they both believe that 
the educational roadblocks in their lives, which often felt like personal failures, 
have resulted in fulfilling professional detours. The prison classroom is rewarding 
in ways that may not be immediately obvious to academic professionals “out in 
that world.” Together, Verschaeve and Porath discuss why they were drawn to a 
career in education, what their paths looked like over the course of their twenty-
plus-years of teaching, and how and why they began—and plan to continue—this 
gratifying teaching career behind bars.

Conclusion 
Being an adjunct professor is hard, more soul crushing than most can imagine. 
Those who never go through it don’t understand what it’s like to be a freeway flyer 
across different states, to teach while sicker than a dog because there is no health 
insurance for folks like you, and to send hundreds of applications out into the 
void, only to hear nothing back 75 percent of the time. I admire the honesty and 
bravery of every narrative in this collection. I also understand what it is like to 
have a love/hate relationship with the field. 

While I encourage students to follow their dreams and throw caution to the 
wind, I often feel like a hypocrite. If I had the chance to do it all over again, would 
I? My heart says yes, but my head says no. Hell to the no. It’s simply too difficult. 
The hard truth is that tenured positions are diminishing at record speed. Few fac-
ulty members find their way into those positions, despite years of strong academ-
ic service and experience. The shame many feel about not being able to support 
themselves can be paralyzing, trapping non-tenure-track faculty in hopelessness 
and poverty. It robs them of time and energy to change their situations. 

Will this collection provide all the answers? No. That text doesn’t exist. Teaching 
is a deeply personal decision, and I wouldn’t want to dissuade anyone from his/her 
dreams. But every adjunct should know this: it’s not you. If you are struggling and 
feel invisible, know the system tends to eat its young, old, and everyone in-between. 
1. So, know the field. Know what you are getting into on day one. 2. If you can 
unionize and strike, do so. If you hold any position of power and can help contin-
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gent faculty (with curriculum overhauls, administrative positions, online options, 
class schedules, and so on), speak up. Do so often. 3. Be cognizant that there are 
exit strategies. This is not a sign of defeat. It is simply the highest form of self-care. 

At the end of the day, the new faculty majority are the backbone of every de-
partment. If they all walked out at the same time, every higher learning institution 
in the nation would be brought to its knees overnight. It’s high time we hear them 
(truly listen to their valid concerns), support their emotional and financial well-
being, and treat them with the respect and dignity they wholeheartedly deserve. 
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Part I. The Struggle is Real/
Academia’s Current Landscape

Once upon a time, as most dark fairy tales begin, being a college professor was 
considered a respectable job. In the 1960s-1970s, more than half of the faculty in 
public institutions were unionized, and part-time faculty only made up 20 per-
cent of the faculty population (Bousquet 187, 201). These full-time lines also came 
with all the bells and whistles one would expect with six to eight years of higher 
education: office space, medical benefits, and retirement contributions. The fu-
ture looked promising, even bright. 

Today, academia’s current landscape is grim. According to New Faculty Ma-
jority, citing data from the Department of Education, as of 2009, 75.5% of college 
faculty are now on renewable tracks, meaning “they have NO access to tenure.” 
Of that percentage, 50% are part-time professors (“Facts about Adjuncts”). While 
they often carry heavy teaching loads in introductory courses, their wages are 
dismal, and insulting at best. Some are paid as little as $1,500 per course (Doug-
las-Gabriel), with the median pay being $2,700 (“Facts about Adjuncts”). The 
so-called new faculty majority, the very professors instructing your children, may 
quality for food stamps. 

Part I of this collection shares vulnerable, behind-the-scenes looks at profes-
sors’ experiences in the academic market, which has now been disrupted with the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, disruption that has included hiring freezes, 
the closing of small college campuses across the nation, and restructuring of aca-
demic departments. The authors share their stories with brutal honesty. Some are 
funny. Some are tragic. All are worth hearing. 

• In “The Shadow of the Adjunct,” Michael Dubson, also the editor of Ghosts 
in the Classroom: Stories of College Adjunct Faculty—and the Price We All 
Pay, discusses the long-term effects of what it was like to be a career ad-
junct for 15 years, when he always carried fear. Fear of not getting work. 
Fear of enrollment declines. Fear of not gaining enough income to scrape 
by from one semester to the next. He chronicles the long-term effects of 
what this lifestyle does to academics. 

• Jeff Dories, an assistant professor at Florida Institute of Technology, details 
his roller-coaster ride to full-time employment in “From Tenure Track to 
Unemployment in Six Months.” He relays the often unseen and/or unspo-
ken struggles of parents working in the humanities in academia, including 
long commutes from home, retrenching within higher education systems, 
and elimination of entire departments due to politics. 

• “Becoming Lystrosaurus: Toxic Environments, Mass Extinctions, and 
Other Cautionary Tales for Academics” by Dustin Michael is a humorous 
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but somber take on a husband and wife (both with Ph.D.s in English) try-
ing to find meaningful work in the same area. He states, “Academic jobs 
have to be open and posted, and even if you happen to beat the dozens and 
sometimes hundreds of other applicants for one of those, the hiring pro-
cess takes a long time—half a year or more sometimes.” In the meantime, 
bills and student loans are relentless. Someone or something must give. 

• In “Adjunctivitis: The Plague of Academia,” Marjorie Stewart highlights 
the freeway flyer experience and explains that when living this reality, “I 
had three book bags: a Monday/Wednesday/Friday bag, a Tuesday/Thurs-
day bag, and a Wednesday night bag. If I pointed my car in the wrong 
direction and didn’t realize it within a few miles, I was late for class.” She 
did eventually land a tenure-track job after many ups and downs, but she’s 
quick to note she was 57 years old when she did so. 

• Lastly, Constance H. Gemson examines what happens when college de-
partments simply disappear. Not only are adjunct professors left scram-
bling to teach at various campuses with no certainty of future assignments, 
but the rich interactions that students who would otherwise never meet in 
real life had with one another, including students of different ethnic and 
racial backgrounds, simply dissipate into thin air. 

These tales are not meant to dissuade anyone from their dreams. The call to 
teaching is a passion, which often is not motivated by financial considerations. 
But make no mistake about it—the current academic landscape is changing to a 
contingent, disposable model, and not for the better of the educators or students. 
Those with idealistic notions of landing a tenure-track job right out of doctoral 
studies in the humanities, with a three- to five-page CV, are simply naïve. The 
system is broken. 
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Chapter 1. The Shadow of the Adjunct

Michael Dubson
Bunker Hill Community College

For 15 years, I was a career adjunct, and my constant companion was fear. 
Adjuncts working full-time elsewhere, who only want adjunct work, or who 

continue to work after retirement may be subject to adjunct maltreatment, but 
because their economic and work situations are different, the maltreatment does 
not bring the same fear. 

I walked hand-in-hand with fear every academic year. There was the fear of 
not getting enough work—enrollment declines or new full-time faculty (not me) 
would affect available classes. Because not enough work meant not enough in-
come, I took everything offered—in case a course was cancelled or taken away. 
(Colleges will hire anybody to have a body in a classroom. If the teacher doesn’t 
do well, tough bananas. Not re-hired!) But too much work could create other 
problems, such as a double-booked class meeting time at two different colleges or 
tight travel time between schools. What’s worse? A breakneck commute or telling 
a department chair or dean you can’t teach one of their classes? 

There was the fear of not being re-hired (fired). The fear of some slight, real 
or imagined, by some administrator. The fear of getting bad course evaluations in 
one course after years of good ones. Or the fear of a real or trumped-up complaint 
from a student. It only took one to end my “tenure” at a college I had success-
fully worked at for years. Fear, like the overflowing boxes in the back of my car, 
the whirling numbers on my odometer (I wore out two cars driving in “Adjunct 
Land”), the fatigue from teaching eight classes a semester at four colleges, con-
stant driving, constant grading, and seeking respect and validation in a profes-
sion that had ripped it away, was always there.

Then there were the ever-present existential fears. Another academic year and 
still traveling on the course contract road, plateaued in adjunct limbo. Still living 
paycheck to paycheck, worrying about rent, utilities, food. Worrying about health 
insurance, whether not having it or paying too much for it. Worrying about the 
future. Will I still be driving to multiple campuses in my 70s because I can’t afford 
to retire? Another year older and still no better off. Another year of life—wor-
rying about what I am doing, where I am going, what is going to become of me.

But fear was not my only constant companion. There was also abuse. Like fear, 
abuse took many forms. Snubbed by full-time faculty members in the hallway. They 
were in my department; they knew who I was. If I didn’t speak first, they wouldn’t 
speak. If I did speak first, many did not respond, or their response was perfunctory. 

Abuse occurred when I accepted the “adjuncts always welcome” invitation to 
attend department or division meetings. I heard full-time faculty lament about 
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“the adjuncts” teaching in the department, the implication being that we didn’t 
know what we were doing and certainly were not achieving precious course ob-
jectives. When I shared my thoughts, whatever I said was ignored or dismissed by 
many of my full-time “colleagues.” Eyes rolled, and snickers occurred. Someone 
even said, “What do you know? You’re just an adjunct.” Even when laughter and 
dismissal did not occur, I learned very quickly that I had no say in anything—
whatever decisions were made, I was denied a voice. 

Abuse came in promises not kept, or never intended to be kept. “Oh, yes, we 
would love to hire you full time.” Love to, but I can’t. Or, “We’ll never hire you, so 
don’t bother applying.” Sometimes job openings actually occurred. I worked hard 
on that cover letter and résumé, feeling it reflected who I am, what I have done, 
what I can do. I sent it off enthusiastically. Then came the kiss-off letter from hu-
man resources. No interview—after working at the college for years and building 
up an impressive work record.

There were those occasions when I was called in for an interview. I sat and 
answered questions directed at me from full-time faculty members who knew 
me and my work. They picked over me like vulture over carrion and decided that 
my work record just couldn’t compete with the 50-minute interview a sparkling 
outsider gave. The sparkling outsider(s) got the job(s). Another kiss-off letter 
from human resources, and another year on the adjunct trail—the wheels of my 
car rolling down the highway, spinning my fate, adding echoes to the existential 
chant. Why am I not getting hired full time? Why are fancy strangers so much 
better than I am? If I’m not good enough, why are they letting me teach in this 
school? Why am I not good enough? What is wrong with me? 

These questions went unanswered, but other truths were crystal clear. As an 
adjunct, I worked for less than minimum wage. I worked with no safety net pro-
vided by my employer. Although I was sometimes called “part-time,” I had more 
classes, more students, and more schoolwork than any full-time faculty member 
and very little support from the institutions where I worked. I was a member of 
the working poor, an academic migrant worker, an intellectual sweatshop factory 
slave. Yet I had advanced degrees awarded by these colleges, degrees that promise 
the way to professional and financial success, to the respect of others and to a full 
and fulfilling life. My college degrees didn’t bring any of the above.

As a career adjunct, I experienced additional abuse above and beyond the 
norm. I learned to become hard and cold in order to survive. I was fired from one 
college because I was assigned a class I could not accept. I requested two Tues-
day-Thursday morning classes, what I’d been teaching for years. I was assigned 
ONE 8:00 a.m. Monday-Wednesday-Friday morning class. MWF mornings were 
when I taught at other colleges, MWF morning classes I might not get back, work 
I couldn’t afford to give up. When I told the chair I couldn’t do the MWF class, she 
went ballistic. Not intellectual, not academic, not even an understanding liberal, 
she morphed into a howling monster. “Do you know how HARD I WORKED on 
this schedule?” she yowled. “If you don’t do this class, YOU ARE OUT!” The only 
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thing missing in this Hollywood producer cliché was an ugly, thick cigar clenched 
between her teeth. 

At another school, I had a disruptive student who periodically threw tantrums 
and stormed out of class whenever she did not get her way. What she wanted or 
didn’t want was never clear; tantrum time was unpredictable. This student was a 
30-year-old woman and mother of a young boy. (Yikes!) Seeking support, I went 
to the dean who immediately took the student’s side. The student’s paroxysms 
were my fault because I had “lost control of the class.” What of this student’s re-
sponsibility for her own behavior? The other students were fine. I was not offered 
work for the next term. If I had been, I would have turned it down. Ironically, 
this was the first college that hired me after I sent out my post master’s degree 
résumés. 

A dean at a different college, who also offered me one of my first jobs, couldn’t 
praise me enough throughout my first year. “Your students’ work is so good!” she 
gushed at one portfolio grading session. When they hired their next full-time 
person, she promised it would be me. She even put that in a recommendation 
letter she wrote for me. 

One year later, four jobs opened. I was interviewed twice but not hired. I asked 
this dean why she had promised me a job and not hired me. After a laundry list of 
petty grievances, she told me that I was not “smart enough” to teach at her college. 

I was angered by this comment. This was her cruel way of backpedaling away 
from her high-to-Heaven praise and promise of a full-time job, and we both 
knew it wasn’t true. Even though I was not “smart enough,” I continued to get 
two, sometimes three, courses a semester. What bothered me the most was that 
I was unable to respond. She could have chalked it up to “insubordination,” and 
that could have been it. This college was one of my major jobs, and I couldn’t lose 
it—not with her as a reference. I had to silently swallow it.

I also had to silently swallow it when deans joked about how adjuncts were 
freeway flyers, gypsy teachers, road scholars, and campus nomads; when I ac-
cepted prorated pay for an under enrolled class—though colleges easily recover 
the money of a full salary from fully enrolled courses; when a full and waitlisted 
class was taken from me and given to a full-time faculty member whose classes 
did not fill.

 My final account of abuse is the worst and representative of the dumpster 
fires that are being passed off as colleges in this country. I was offered a journal-
ism class, from which I was to produce a newspaper of student work. The de-
partment chair knew I had substantial newspaper experience. The offer included 
a sweet, albeit hypothetical, promise. If the newspaper succeeded, a journalism 
department might be created, and I would become its full-time director. Why did 
I do this? I had been a career adjunct for almost ten years; I was desperate to get a 
permanent position. This roulette wheel of a chance was worth spinning.

However, I was given no office, no computers, no telephone, no staff, and no 
budget. In the class, we discussed journalism, journalistic standards and news, 
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and feature and editorial articles. The students created a considerable body of 
work, but neither the department chair nor any administrator offered me any 
resources to do a newspaper. One day, I ran into the college vice president. “How’s 
that newspaper coming?” he demanded expectantly. He did not ask if I had ev-
erything to make this miracle happen. He knew there were no resources. Never-
theless, somehow, I was to produce a newspaper. I had become the miller’s daugh-
ter from Rumpelstiltskin. Produce gold from straw; I didn’t even get any straw. 

I should’ve told them to give me resources and support or forget it. That would 
have been the end of it. I would not have been re-hired . . . and the hypothetical 
full-time director of a journalism program would never happen. So, I typed the 
articles on my home computer, on my own time, then took that to the school’s 
copy center. It wasn’t a newspaper, but it was a publication. The department chair 
was delighted. The distributed copies were gobbled up by the students. So, we did 
a second issue. Then I asked the administration for funding. The reply was swift: 
“The college will not support this publication because it is not of professional 
quality.” But it was not of professional quality because the college hadn’t support-
ed it! 

The fall semester ended; I was offered the same journalism class in the spring, 
with the expectation of continuing the publication. Having not learned my les-
son, I agreed to teach it. I enjoyed working with the students’ writing, enjoyed 
seeing the pleasure and the pride they experienced in seeing their words in a 
publication distributed college wide. We did one more photocopy version, and 
then I went to the administration again to ask for money. This time they said yes.

Our final publication was a slick, beautiful book. The cover was in the school 
colors with a comb spine. Once distributed around campus, like its primitive 
counterpart, the book went like hotcakes. Then the school refused to pay the 
printing bill. The printer filed a lawsuit against the college and threatened to file 
one against me. The school sent me a registered letter telling me that I was re-
sponsible for the $2,000 bill. I went to the union; the bill was paid immediately. 

The administration did not want a student newspaper. They wanted to toss 
some bones to the students, and when nothing, or nothing of quality, was pro-
duced, they could blame me. And the full-time job as director of a journalism 
program—a lost fantasy. I left this toxic waste dump. 

Semesters rolled on. Soon, I’d been a career adjunct for 15 years. There had 
been so many interviews, so many “pass overs” for a “real” job, it wasn’t worth ap-
plying anymore. Nevertheless, I did—applications, interviews, not hired. Adjunct 
teaching was all I would ever have. I would have to settle for teaching 16 classes a 
year. I would have to prepare for my own retirement. I would have to find other 
sources of recognition and fulfillment. 

And then . . . I finally landed a full-time job. After a May 15 interview, I ex-
pected ye old adjunct backstab. Instead, I was called in for an interview with the 
vice president on July 3. Producing a paper, he grandly announced, “Your starting 
salary will be . . . .”
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I had crossed the great divide. No longer adjunct, now full time. I was thrilled, 
speechless, incredulous. My name would be in the school catalog, on an office 
door, and in the course schedule next to my classes. I was real, I existed, I mat-
tered. My full-time job began September 1, 2006, a monumental day in my life. 

Because I had given up on this ever happening, this job was one I almost didn’t 
apply for. At this school, I had already been through five other applications and three 
interviews. Just before the closing date, I applied. I put enough best feet forward into 
my letter and résumé to be a centipede, and when I got passed over this time, I was 
going to make sure to let them know they’d passed over one damn good candidate 
who could have done so much and been so much, someone who could have brought 
so much to the college and the campus life. Except I wasn’t passed over.

Everything was so different after that. Immediately, I was caught up in the 
swirling world of campus life. I became the advisor of two student clubs. I de-
veloped two new courses. I was welcomed in department and division meetings, 
and I was no longer dismissed as irrelevant or inferior, even when I said the same 
things I’d said before. Full-time faculty members who formerly snubbed or dis-
missed me now warmly welcomed me. 

Within a year, I was the chair of the academic affairs committee. I was elected 
to be the speaker at the end of the semester honors ceremony. I was awarded a 
citation for outstanding performance. In my fourth year, I was invited to join a 
national research project sponsored by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. I 
went from assistant professor to associate professor to full professor. I was award-
ed tenure in 2012. My employment status had changed and my life with it. These 
were experiences an adjunct would never have. 

Something that did not change was adjunct contempt. At statewide union 
meetings, I saw adjunct faculty derided and dismissed as they put forth inevi-
tably voted down proposals. When I served on search committees, I saw how 
internal adjunct candidates were treated. In one case, three previously hired spar-
kling outsiders adamantly opposed the candidacy of an internal adjunct who had 
worked at the college for ten years. “This person isn’t going to know how to work 
with our students,” they all said. How could someone who had worked with our 
students for ten years not know how to work with our students? At department 
meetings, there was the familiar lament about “the adjuncts” teaching courses the 
wrong way, as if they were in classrooms on the moon. 

Something else did not change. The fear. I had a six-year climb to tenure. 
During the first three years, I could be dismissed without cause and dismissed 
with cause in the second three years. I was terrified of being found wanting and 
fired. Therefore, I was afraid to say no to anything asked of me. Because I was 
afraid to say no, I said yes to everything. What would happen if I couldn’t manage 
everything, made mistakes, screwed up, lost control? Sometimes I even feared 
that, as a former adjunct activist, I had been hired only to silence me, and they 
were going to dump me after a year or two—after I had abandoned my other ad-
junct jobs and lost the position I had in those colleges.
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After tenure, the fear began to recede, and I comfortably hit cruising alti-
tude until I was appointed director of an academic program at the college. I 
worked under an unsupportive, know-nothing, hands all-over-the-place dean, 
which became one of the worst experiences of my working life. The dean WAS 
the director, and I her administrative assistant. She was unreasonably demand-
ing, condescending, and often outright abusive. She loved to have meetings 
and talk everything to death, but there was no continuity from one meeting 
to the next. 

Decisions were made about the program by the administration. I was neither 
consulted nor informed until after the fact. My own ideas and vision for this 
program were ignored, dismissed, or mocked. The dean presented herself and 
the upper administrators as a court judging me and finding me wanting. When 
everything was at its most impossible, I went to the union. The chapter president 
at that time directed a program that was also under the auspices of this dean—a 
major, immobilizing conflict of interest. The union president gave me advice but 
offered no intervention on my behalf.

I didn’t handle this well. As a tenured, full professor, I could have stood my 
ground from the beginning. I am the director; I could have said, “You are here 
to support me, not the other way around,” and called her out on every act of 
abuse. But as this nightmare began, a great, dark shadow fell upon me, taking 
me totally by surprise. The shadow of the adjunct. It was as if I had traveled back 
in time. Suddenly, I was a powerless, poorly paid faculty member sitting across 
from an all-powerful, well-paid dean, and I just had to take what was dealt. And 
if I didn’t—the fear of being fired surfaced, from the program, from the school. 
I have been told how difficult it is, if not impossible, to fire a tenured professor, 
but I’ve never tested that—not out of capriciousness and not when there were real 
things worth fighting for, but because of the adjunct fear. I resigned from the di-
rectorship. In 20/20 hindsight, this was a mistake, but staying and fighting would 
have been a stressful, difficult experience, and as I had been repeatedly told, “This 
is not your program, Mike.”

I have never felt the same about my college, the college leadership, my job, or 
my place in this school after this experience. I’d had gotten a bird’s eye look into 
the soul of my college, and what I saw horrified me. The irony of it all is that when 
I was an adjunct and had this experience many times, I could stay on the periph-
ery of the school and easily find other jobs. As a full-time faculty member, when 
the bottom fell out, I was trapped in a hopeless, negative place. 

This past year of teaching remotely has been the worst. Isolated, working at 
home without colleagues or support, being at the mercy of technology with a 
mind of its own, feeling the distance between me and my students, experiencing 
the increased rudeness and demands of students, noticing an increase in student 
complaints and my fear of complaints, and feeling like I just wasn’t doing a very 
good job, the shadow of the adjunct was always there every day. I constantly ex-
pected the certified letter telling me I was through.
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Do I regret following this path? I graduated from a community college, and 
because of that, I wanted to teach in a community college. I went to college and to 
graduate school pursuing this goal. I was thrilled when I was a TA in grad school, 
then when I was teaching my own class and, finally, being out there, master de-
greed, teaching. Despite the adjunct status, pay, and abuse, I believed I was doing 
something of value and something I truly enjoyed. I knew I would have to work 
as an adjunct for a few years, but I never thought it would be 15 years. I’ve gotten 
everything I wanted; I am one of the “lucky” ones. I do wish I had known then 
what I know now. I would have planned and prepared accordingly. If I had not 
gone into teaching, who and where would I be today? I could be much better off; 
I could be much worse off. It is “The Road Not Taken.” 

The survival of the U.S. higher education system rides on the backs of adjunct 
faculty, who teach the majority of classes. Yet, adjunct faculty receive the poorest 
pay, the lowest status, and the worst treatment. These are evils adjuncts share with 
those in other professions who are paid poorly and treated badly, yet they are the 
essential workers who keep the system running and the corporate profits coming. 
This is the nature of greed, economic exploitation, and economic terrorism, the 
green slime of Christian capitalism. 

Many overpaid administrators are out of touch with the work of teaching 
and the needs of students. Many are only interested in their own careers, their 
own power, their own perks, and in building up their résumé while hiring more 
administrators whose six figure salaries drain school budgets. Ultimately, many 
administrators sail off to another job, leaving behind a smoking ruin that another 
administrator will have to fix.

While colleges continue to treat adjuncts poorly, administrators on every level 
continue to spout liberal platitudes about fairness, workers’ rights, respect, kind-
ness, decency—you name it. The stream of liberal humanitarian sentiment flows 
eternally, perpetually hypocritical as the liars and the cruel continue to run the 
henhouse. 

Is the problem funding? If so, then government and academic leaders, who 
profess how important education and students really are, need to find support 
for colleges so the majority of classes won’t be taught by overworked, underpaid, 
stressed out, abused adjunct faculty. But it isn’t about funding. There is always 
money for more administrators and administrator raises when there is no money 
to hire new full-time faculty and when union contract negotiations drag on for 
years. This is about the lopsided power of the haves vs. the have-nots, the desire 
to divide the faculty from each other, to create a frightened, powerless underclass, 
to corrupt higher education, so it lurches farther away from the ideals and values 
the leaders continue to profess. 

Today, I have been full time longer than I have been adjunct. Nevertheless, the 
insecurities and fears that developed from years of adjunct abuse live on. And I 
continue to cringe as a tenured, full professor beneath the shadow of the adjunct.
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Chapter 2. From Tenure Track to 
Unemployment in Six Months

Jeff Dories
Florida Institute of Technology

My first full-time teaching job was at a public university in Pennsylvania. It paid 
well. I was able to walk to work and maintain a strong family life. In February of 
2014, I was given a contract for the 2014-15 school year. Then, in May of 2014, I 
was sent a letter that the university had cancelled my contract due to “unforeseen 
budget factors.” Fifteen other full-time contingent faculty were also let go at the 
same time. It became clear to me then that faculty contracts are only written with 
one party in mind—the university. 

The public university in Pennsylvania reassigned the classes from full-time 
contingent faculty to graduate students who would work for much lower pay. 
Nationwide, universities pay 80 percent less for adjunct instructors and graduate 
student labor than for full-time, tenure-track faculty (Bettinger and Long 598). 
Because of this, it is not a surprise that contingent faculty are frequently replaced 
by lower-wage adjuncts. However, this practice often starkly contrasts with ex-
travagant spending in other parts of the university, from construction projects to 
high-paid administrators and management. 

Throughout my time teaching at this public university in Pennsylvania, news 
articles regularly described the profligate spending on things like driveway light-
ing, flowers, and other personal expenses by the president of the university (for 
example, Guza and Wojcik). The campus was also undergoing massive construc-
tion projects, including new privatized dorms, at a time that the number of stu-
dents was decreasing because of demographic trends. As I left my office on my 
final day of employment, I passed a million-dollar marble staircase that had just 
been built. I also passed a tour group as the guide was bragging to parents that 
the university had over “90 percent full-time faculty.” I thought to myself, not 
anymore. In the seven years since I left this school, it has eliminated over 200 full-
time faculty jobs through retrenchment and by not replacing professors who have 
left (Gardner). At the time of this writing, the school remains in a financial crisis 
with many more jobs at stake. 

Losing my job at this public university in Pennsylvania resulted in difficulties 
that reverberated throughout my personal life. Because I was laid off in May, I 
was unable to secure a position for that fall due to the short time before the start 
of the fall semester. Luckily, my spouse had a steady job, but that also meant my 
job search was location-bound. Because we could no longer afford childcare, we 
made the decision that I would focus on searching for academic jobs and caring 
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for our children rather than taking a job outside of academia. I spent most of 
those days searching and applying for jobs, making lunch for the kids, changing 
diapers, and trying to avoid depression about submitting over 100 applications 
without any success. In most cases, I did not even receive an email rejection from 
the colleges. The applications merely disappeared into a void. 

My experience of struggling with balancing an academic job with family life 
and then having a job search with family obligations is common. Nationwide, 
according to a Harvard University Graduate School of Education Collaborative 
on Academic Careers in Education (COACHE) survey, 52.6 percent of faculty 
members are parents, and 12.3 percent are “caregivers for a dependent adult” (qtd. 
in Mathews). And, according to the COACHE survey, 40 percent of women and 
32 percent of men who are parents “somewhat disagree” or “strongly disagree” 
with the statement, “My institution does what it can to make personal/family 
obligations (e.g. childcare or eldercare) and an academic career compatible” (qtd. 
in Mathews [table]). Balancing work with family obligations is often difficult in 
academic careers. This difficulty is compounded by other challenges adjuncts face 
including the pressures of an academic job search. Personally, I found myself reg-
ularly struggling with guilt for either spending too much or too little time on my 
job search or with my family. 

At first, as I stayed home, I felt lucky. I was able to be with my children at an im-
portant time of their childhood. I had security that many adjuncts do not have—a 
spouse with a good job. Though, after a few months, we realized the situation would 
be more difficult than we had originally thought. My student loan companies would 
not allow me to consolidate my loans, nor would they let me defer them, so we end-
ed up in severe economic trouble. I had to cash in my small retirement savings from 
the public university in Pennsylvania and take out three different personal loans 
that would take five to six years to pay off. This created extreme financial and emo-
tional stress. Many adjunct and contingent faculty members face a similar struggle 
balancing student loans with the low wages from their employment. 

My family also struggled with health-related bills. While we had health in-
surance through my spouse’s job, we could no longer afford the copays, prescrip-
tion costs, and deductibles because of my lost salary. Because of this, some of 
my health problems that need maintenance quickly deteriorated. Struggling with 
obtaining healthcare coverage is common among those employed as contingent 
and adjunct labor. According to a press release by the American Federation of 
Teachers (AFT) that detailed a survey the organization conducted, “fewer than 
half of survey respondents have access to employer-provided health insurance; 
nearly 20 percent rely on Medicaid,” and, similar to my predicament, “about 45 
percent of faculty surveyed have put off getting needed healthcare, including 
mental healthcare” (“‘Army of Temps’”). Over time, often these neglected health 
issues compound, leading to increasingly worse outcomes. Many contingent fac-
ulty end up leaving the field as a result of health difficulties, being a caregiver, and 
other health-related financial stress.
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These problems are widespread in higher education. Contingent and adjunct 
faculty often do not have job security, lack benefits, and are regularly paid wages 
that do not support basic living expenses. According to the AFT survey of contin-
gent and adjunct college faculty, “41 percent struggle with job security, reporting 
that they don’t know if they will have a teaching job until one month before the 
beginning of the academic year,” and 75 percent do not know if they will have em-
ployment from one term to the next (“‘Army of Temps’”). Job insecurity has been 
proven to have negative impacts on mental health, physical health, and general 
social well-being (Menéndez-Espina et al.). With contingent faculty in a constant 
state of physical and emotional stress, often this impacts all areas of their personal 
and professional lives. 

After an extensive job search, I was able to secure my second full-time con-
tingent teaching job at a private university in Pennsylvania. It was two-and-
a-half hours away from home, but my spouse and I agreed it was too good 
of an opportunity to turn down. After being hired, I learned that the branch 
campus where I was employed was under threat of closure. Because of this new 
information, my spouse did not relocate to the area. With two small children, 
this created many problems. We raced to find childcare, transportation, and a 
small apartment to rent near the new school. This created a lot of unexpected 
costs. At one point, because of these unexpected expenses, I determined that 
my family would have been better off financially if I had worked at a minimum 
wage job closer to home. Because, like many in the teaching profession, I had a 
passion for being in the classroom, my family made many sacrifices for me to 
continue teaching. 

This job at the private university was the most difficult and the most reward-
ing job of my career. There was a hiring freeze at the branch campus where I 
worked. Because of this, every time an employee left the university, the rest of the 
faculty and staff pitched in to make up for the loss. At one point, the academic 
dean was doing the job of four people who had left for other jobs. Many con-
tingent professors, including myself, regularly served on three to four academic 
committees, advised, supervised clubs, helped with orientation, tutored, and had 
many other duties as well. Most of us were thankful to have a teaching job, so we 
served in any way that we could in order to retain our jobs. 

Personally, I ended up working 25 or more hours a week with service-based 
assignments on top of my teaching schedule. This did not leave much time for 
professional development. While I am proud that I did maintain a research 
agenda throughout this period, my output paled in comparison to other faculty 
members who did not have extensive teaching and service expectations. Also, 
because of the school’s financial problems, younger professors were given the title 
“visiting” even though we were considered full-time continuing professors. This 
allowed the university to pay us less money and to easily eliminate our positions 
at any point. The “visiting” title also served as a place marker of when we were 
hired. Many of the “visiting” professors had terminal degrees, extensive research 
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experience, and more teaching experience than some permanent faculty; howev-
er, because of when we were hired, we were given this status as temporary. 

It would not be until years later, with some reflection, that I realized how diffi-
cult this experience at the private university had been. I was passionate about the 
service assignments I was given. As chair of the campus’ committee on diversity 
and inclusion, I was able to work with students and colleagues to create a more 
equitable college on many levels. I regularly volunteered as a tutor in the campus’ 
learning center and frequently stayed beyond my required hours to help students. 
I was on other committees that did valuable work, served on the faculty senate, 
and regularly advised 20 or more students each semester. I truly loved this work. 
However, teaching a 5-4 load on top of these service assignments and working 
two-and-a-half hours from home impacted my physical health, mental health, 
and family life. Overall, I am thankful to have had the experience, but it was a 
costly one in many ways. 

The job at this private university ended up lasting for five years. In my fifth 
year, the school decided to essentially eliminate the liberal arts. All liberal arts 
classes would be transitioned to distance learning or farmed out to a community 
college consortium. This meant my position would be eliminated. Even though 
this was a difficult ending, given the circumstances, the university treated us rel-
atively well. The university gave us one-and-a-half years’ notice of the transition 
and a small payout at the end of our contract. Cynical colleagues viewed this as 
an attempt to prevent lawsuits. However, given my experience at my first univer-
sity of being fired after signing a contract, I knew that universities have no ob-
ligation to give contingent faculty advance notice or a payout. While the payout 
seemed generous for someone who had served five years like me, for those who 
had worked 30 years and were near retirement, it seemed like a small consolation. 

Once again, I entered the job market. After filling out over 100 applications, 
the call that I had been waiting for came—a tenure-track job interview. A few 
weeks later, in March 2020, I was offered a tenure-track job near St. Louis. Then, 
within days, the country began shutting down because of the COVID-19 virus. I 
received a phone call from the school explaining that they were still planning on 
hiring me, but the paperwork would have to wait until they had a better picture of 
the impact of COVID-19. From March until July, the phone calls were the same—
We need you. Every person on campus is still committed to hiring you. We are just 
waiting for the governor to approve some educational funds. 

While my family and I were waiting for the contract, we were fixing up our 
house to put it up for sale, packing, and looking for houses in the St. Louis area. 
At the same time, I was teaching online and trying to negotiate problems asso-
ciated with the pandemic. My spouse and I were helping our kids with online 
school, checking out schools in the St. Louis area for our kids, talking with our 
kids about the move, and trying to make sure they were doing well throughout 
the pandemic. Then, in July, the final call came—the school in St. Louis retracted 
the job offer because of COVID-19. We were devastated and relieved at the same 
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time. While we were extremely disappointed about the loss of the job, we were 
relieved that we would not have to move in the middle of a pandemic. 

This experience of losing a job due to the pandemic was not unique to me. 
According to Dan Bauman, writing in The Chronicle of Higher Education in April 
2021 and citing U.S. Department of Labor statistics, “Since the World Health Or-
ganization declared a pandemic in March of 2020, institutions of higher educa-
tion have shed a net total of at least 570,000 workers . . . . Put another way, for 
every nine workers employed in academe in February 2020, at least one had lost 
or left that job a year later.” As a different article from The Chronicle of Higher 
Education noted in February 2021, “Colleges have lost about 12 percent of their 
workers nationwide during the pandemic” (Gardner). Experiences like my own, 
having a job offer retracted, are more difficult to quantify. However, it is clear that 
these retractions happened frequently as well. Many social media accounts, as 
well as podcasts, chronicled these experiences, including the podcasts Teaching 
in Higher Ed with Bonni Stachowiak and The Professor Is In with Karen Kelsky. 
Kelsky, on behalf of The Professor Is In, posted to Twitter on the subject multiple 
times, with hundreds of replies from professors who had job offers retracted. 

Even though it was July when I lost the tenure-track job offer in St. Louis, I 
was lucky enough to find employment on a contingent basis for the following fall 
at another public university in Pennsylvania. While teaching at this university, 
I encountered struggles similar to those faculty were facing all over the coun-
try. However, because I was in a contingent position at this university, often the 
challenges were more difficult. For example, for most of the summer, the faculty 
at this school were told to expect to be teaching in person for the fall semester, 
although, because of the pandemic, we anticipated being moved online at any 
time. Because of this situation, all new faculty members were expected to take a 
four-week class focused on teaching online. What I did not learn until later was 
that we were not compensated for taking this class. While I could understand 
this being a part of the service expectation for tenure-track faculty members, for 
those of us who were only teaching for a semester or two, it seemed reasonable to 
expect compensation. 

Unfortunately, the enrollment at this second public university decreased in 
the spring, so there were no classes for me to teach that semester. In a little over 
six months, I went from having a tenure-track job offer to negotiating unemploy-
ment. My experience is not unusual. I have many colleagues and friends who 
have had it much worse. The problem is that struggle, instability, student loan 
debt, and lack of healthcare coverage are the norm for most contingent labor. 
Currently, contingent faculty members are the core of the university; under cur-
rent conditions, universities cannot run without this labor force. Unfortunately, 
contingent faculty are often invisible and expendable. 

After six months of being unemployed, I began looking for jobs outside of 
academia. I spent a lot of time researching how to make a living through freelance 
writing. I was excited about and fearful of this prospect. I knew that I could make 
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some money through writing, but I did not think it would be enough to support 
our family. Regularly, I would waver back and forth from excitement about the 
possible change in career to sadness about leaving academia. I would get angry at 
myself for spending so much time on a Ph.D. and putting my family into incred-
ible debt, only to be forced out of the profession. However, I had started to come 
to terms with this transition. In many ways, I experienced each of the stages of 
grief throughout this experience.

 Then, in May of 2021, I received another important phone call. It was from 
a private university in Florida. After I had viewed my academic career as dead, 
I now had a job interview. Academic job interviews are normally stressful. This 
stress was compounded by the pandemic. I had spent the previous year teach-
ing on Zoom and isolating with my family, so the idea of flying, interviewing in 
person, and doing a presentation and a teaching demonstration was unnerving. 
After a long process, I was hired for a continuing position.

While my story at the private university in Florida is just beginning, I find 
myself hopeful and fearful. In the pre-COVID-19 era, academic jobs were al-
ready precarious. Now, they are even more so. I am conflicted thinking about 
my friends and colleagues who are still struggling as adjuncts. Most of them have 
worked just as hard as I have. Many of them have a more impressive curriculum 
vitae. Yet, they are still struggling. I find myself thankful for my position and 
feeling guilty about their struggle. While my current job has more stability than 
my previous positions, it is still contingent. Because of this, already I have been 
struggling with how to balance advocacy for adjunct and contingent labor with 
maintaining my current position. It is an invisible and unclear line to negotiate. 
Only time will tell if I can do it well. 
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Chapter 3. Becoming Lystrosaurus: Toxic 
Environments, Mass Extinctions, and 

Other Cautionary Tales for Academics

Dustin Michael
Savannah State University 

There are basically two kinds of species: specialists and generalists. Generalists 
come equipped with a set of evolutionary adaptations with broad applications, 
and they can eat a lot of different types of things and withstand a broad range of 
environmental conditions. They will do anything to stay alive and are more resis-
tant to extinction than specialists, who usually have one or two highly advanced 
adaptations that can be used only for a single purpose. Because specialists often 
can live only in certain types of places and eat certain kinds of food, they are 
highly vulnerable to extinction; they will starve if they can’t eat what they want.

~~~

My wife, Neesha, is about to lose her job. She has a Ph.D. in English. Her specialty 
is creative nonfiction memoir. She’s brilliant, efficient, professional, and fair, but 
she and a bunch of other professors who teach at the school where I teach are 
on contracts that cannot be renewed past three years. It isn’t the school’s fault, 
necessarily. My wife knew from the beginning this was going to happen. Also, it 
isn’t just this one school. It’s like this all over. Still, there’s a certain coldness to it, 
the idea that even though this highly qualified and diligent person’s performance 
reviews and student evaluations are consistently excellent, she’s going to be let go 
in less than a month because that’s what her contract says has to happen, and in 
the fall, she will be replaced by a new professor who will get to teach here for three 
years before being let go, regardless of how well he or she does. 

And apparently this is sort of the thing now. It’s happening more and more. 
You show them your Ph.D., and they give you a contract that’s like a camping 
permit. After three years, they kick you out, you pack up your tent and go to the 
school across town, maybe camp there for three years, then they kick you out, 
you pack up, and come back. The teaching diet on this lifelong camping trip is 
invariably freshman composition. Neesha never complains about her rations. It’s 
almost as if she’s forgotten she’s a specialist. 

~~~

I’ve been thinking a lot about specialists and generalists, about animals that sur-
vive extinctions. Inevitably, that thinking leads to an animal called Lystrosaurus. 
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Lystrosaurus was not a dinosaur—it lived before the dinosaurs—but it was 
a generalist. Two hundred fifty million years ago in the Permian period when it 
arrived on the scene, it must have looked like the biggest dork—a chunky little 
doofus with teeny tiny hips and hind legs that packed gigantic Popeye forelimbs 
and with a face like a bucktoothed landscaping tool that tapered into a beak for 
shearing tough vegetation. Lystrosaurus probably got picked on, pushed around, 
and eaten all the time, and with no known natural defenses—no quills or armor, 
no claws or horns, or chomping teeth, or venom, or size, or speed—there wasn’t a 
lot that Lystrosaurus could do about that. 

All Lystrosaurus could do, really, was to keep doing its thing and hope that 
maybe everybody else on the planet would suddenly die, which, of course, hap-
pened, because the Earth’s atmosphere turned to poison gas at the end of the 
Permian period, and, maybe due to its ability to dig holes or breathe underground 
or eat whatever plants were left, Lystrosaurus, the dork, suddenly ruled the entire 
world.

~~~

In my current position (which is slightly more permanent than the one with the 
three-year contract Neesha has, but which is by no means a sure thing), I was 
hired to be a generalist, to live low to the ground, to eat whatever happens to be 
available, to be ugly. This was not what I had imagined for myself in grad school. I 
went to grad school on a fellowship to specialize in creative nonfiction, specifical-
ly the personal essay, and I quickly transformed into a cuddly little personal essay 
writing koala who envisioned a future spent swaying lazily in branches of some 
private liberal arts college and teaching two creative nonfiction courses a semes-
ter with plenty of free time to write and enough money left come summertime to 
take my wife and kids on vacation. 

This was delusion. From inside the sealed bubble of my doctoral program, I 
was unaware that the atmosphere outside had turned to poison. I hadn’t noticed 
that almost every other creature like the one I had become had walked off the 
graduation stage, drawn a labored, wheezing breath, and then crawled to the edge 
of the campus to die a slow, gasping death at the fringes of an endless job market 
wasteland. 

~~~

Sometimes, when dealing with matters regarding academia, there is a disconnect 
between expectation and reality. For instance, I can report there is never any time 
to write. I am currently teaching five face-to-face courses and one online course. 
There is a lot of grading. This is the first essay I’ve written in years, and I am writ-
ing it on my phone in the free seconds between answering emails, force-feeding 
my four-year-old, and trying to stop my other two kids from crushing them-
selves with furniture. As for summers off, to all teachers except for a select few, 
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the phrase evokes terrible ambivalence because while yes, summers off means a 
break from the teaching and grading, it also means no paycheck from May until 
September. 

It is a time for burrowing underground, lying still, and taking only very small 
sips of air. For those on the tenure track, or for me, anyway, it is sometimes possi-
ble to teach up to two classes during summer break, but for the most part, “sum-
mers off ” means I get to tell the people at my second job that they can schedule 
me for more hours through the week for three straight months. I get to say to a 
person who is only slightly older than my students, “My availability is wide open, 
dude. Load me up.” 

~~~

Some paleontologists speculate that the proliferation of Lystrosaurus into the 
most abundant and widespread animal to ever have walked the Earth was due to 
nothing more than dumb luck—that it just happened to plod into conditions that 
were welcoming to it but deadly to everything else. 

~~~

When I first became an English major, nobody told me what my new life would 
be like, but I should have known something was up with the field from how badly 
all the faculty in the English department seemed to want me to be there. I was 
an unremarkable, undeclared sixth-year senior who had just walked out of the 
college of education after a dismal program assessment exam and a lackluster set 
of teaching evaluations. I needed to declare a new major, and the only two stars 
guiding my course at that point were “something I already had some credits in” 
and “something that didn’t require any math.” 

I’d taken a bunch of literature and writing courses because the professors 
teaching them were mostly laid-back and cool—except for a couple who were 
dicks—and anyway I thought I could mostly avoid the ones who were dicks and 
just take a couple of more courses and graduate, so I strolled on over to the En-
glish department in my flip-flops and asked if I could be an English major, please. 
This was a crumbling department that could barely afford toner for its decrepit 
copier, but if there had been any money in the budget for champagne and balloon 
drops, they would have burned through every cent that day.

In the background of all this, a massive budgetary shortfall at the university 
had necessitated the closure of a bunch of programs. These were the George W. 
Bush years, the first extinction pulse in what would be seen later as a great dying. 
Whole departments faced annihilation—big programs that before then everyone 
had assumed were some of the load-bearing beams holding the university up: 
philosophy, French, geological sciences. Deans and department chairs were told 
they had to justify their existence with numbers. The English department was at 
DEFCON 1. Any newly declared major, no matter how stupid, meant a decrease 
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in the likelihood that the whole department would be dissolved and all the faculty 
would be shitcanned. 

Right after I signed the English major declaration form, the chair of the En-
glish department high-fived me. It would be the last time I would receive a high-
five from a chair of an English department, although, sadly, not the last time I 
would offer a high-five to the chair of an English department. Pro tip: English 
department chairs are much stingier with their high-fives when you’re on the 
faculty. 

~~~

Lystrosaurus did not high-five English department chairs. Lystrosaurus laid low, 
stayed out of everyone’s way, and tried not to be killed and eaten. Lystrosaurus 
dug itself a hole, took tiny little breaths, and hunkered down while 96 percent of 
life on Earth choked volcanic ash and methane gas—a great strategy for success, 
and one I’ve adopted as my own in faculty meetings.

I was telling one of my classes about my strong admiration for Lystrosaurus 
recently when a student exclaimed, “It’s like the honey badger!” I nodded eagerly, 
and we high-fived, the student not being the chair of an English department. In 
truth, though, he was wrong. Lystrosaurus was not like the honey badger. Al-
though the honey badger is a generalist like Lystrosaurus, the honey badger does 
whatever it wants. Lystrosaurus did whatever it had to.

~~~

Before I was allowed to graduate as an English major, I was required to sit with 
a career counselor and discuss job opportunities and my future. The woman be-
hind the desk opened a binder to the word “English” and told me I could be 
anything I wanted to be. 

“You can do anything with an English major,” she told me. “Maybe you’ll be a 
journalist or something.” She stamped my form and sent me out the door. 

Now, as my wife neared the end of her three-year term and we stood on the 
threshold of financial apocalypse, I paused to wonder what other English majors’ 
lives are like and whether anyone with this degree has really gone on to do “any-
thing.” I took out my phone and zipped off a request to my English major friends 
asking them to check in and report what jobs their degrees had allowed them to get. 

More than 60 responses poured in over the next few hours, and I have to say I 
was surprised. I expected a lot of them to say they were unemployed or receiving 
income assistance, but only one did. Some said they were working part-time jobs 
in retail, and several wrote that they had recently returned to school to pursue 
different or advanced degrees. If the responses were arranged like a solar system, 
the central star being “English degree,” then there would be large planets con-
sisting of middle school and high school English teachers and college professors; 
medium planets consisting of editors, copyeditors, copywriters, writing center 



Becoming Lystrosaurus  35

staff, and librarians; small planets consisting of office managers, consultants, ac-
countants, and insurance salespeople; and a vast asteroid belt of other kinds of ca-
reers: software developer, bookstore owner, storage facility manager, equipment 
technician, costume designer for film and TV, paralegal. 

It was by no means a comprehensive survey, but it prompted some consid-
erations. First, conspicuously absent from the results were journalists. Among 
my friends, it appears, the English major-turned-journalist is extinct. Second, 
the English major’s range is global. The posts came from Japan, Korea, Europe, 
and all over the US, representing a snapshot of a vast English major diaspora. 
Third—and I only note this because of my theory that almost every English major 
secretly fantasizes about writing a bestselling novel—no one in my little survey 
was making a living writing books. 

~~~

On weekends, I work my side hustle. I sling books at a big-box bookstore. Recent-
ly, as I was punching out for my lunch break, I asked my boss how many books 
the store could hold.

“What do you mean, how many can it hold?” she asked. 
“You know,” I said, “like, if I were to shelve a book in every possible place in 

this whole store, how many would there be?”
My boss raised an eyebrow. “What is this for?” she asked. 
“Nothing,” I said, physically feeling the minutes of my break passing, each one 

high-fiving me in the face as it went. “I’m just curious.”
Another long moment passed. 
“Would you say,” I tried, “that there are about a million books here?” 
Slowly, my boss nodded.
“Awesome,” I said. “Thanks.”
According to one reliable source then, the bookstore where I work has a ca-

pacity of about a million books. Each year, according to several online sources, 
more than 300,000 new titles are released. That means that stocking one copy 
of each new title released each year would fill my entire store in less than three 
years—and that’s not counting all the books that are already in print—not the 
four bays of shelves just for Bibles, not the Iliad or Ellison or Twain or the 66 
individual James Patterson titles that each have multiple copies. And next year, 
there will be more than 300,000 more new titles. And the year after that. And the 
year after that. 

During a slow moment at the customer service kiosk in that same shift, I did a 
few quick searches for authors I knew—anybody I knew who had ever published 
a book. Between my store and the nearest one—which are the two biggest book-
stores for hundreds of miles—I found exactly one copy of one book by one person 
I knew, written by the professor who directed my doctoral dissertation. The book 
is a literary journalism exploration of antique collecting. We stock it because we 
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have an “antiques” section and, there being very few books about antique collect-
ing, pulling the book would leave a hole on the shelf.

~~~

All throughout my studies in English—through undergraduate, master’s, and 
doctoral coursework—I was mysteriously content to not know what my life 
would be like once I had the degrees I was working toward. The only reason I can 
conceive of for this is that my professors were too overworked and distracted to 
tell me, and I was too stupid to ask. But everyone seems to agree now that, at least 
in academia, the situation is untenable. 

There is abundant evidence that it’s getting worse, too, as more universities 
slash tenure lines, grind them into teeny little bits, and toss them down to the 
throngs of adjunct instructors who are so desperate and demoralized that they’ll 
snap them all up without fail, so that in the end, the university gets to staff the 
same amount of courses at a fraction of the cost without having to pay as many 
employees’ health benefits. This is how it is now, but I wondered if life in the ranks 
of academia was always so tough. 

I remembered reading that not long ago, under Cambridge University, ar-
cheologists had discovered hundreds of anonymous scholars’ skeletons from the 
Middle Ages. The story featured a lot of photographs of grinning skulls and bones 
sticking out of dirt and a lot of text. I didn’t get a chance to read the whole thing 
because that was the day my ENGL-1102 students turned in second drafts and 50 
students were emailing me at once to try to get an extension, but I just so hap-
pened to have gone to grad school with a woman who specialized in medieval 
studies, and we stayed friends. So, I zipped off a message to her asking what a 
medieval scholar’s life would have been like. 

“You’re the only person I know who would know,” I added. She wrote back 
immediately.

“I have a campus interview early next week, and I’m scrambling to prepare. 
Do you mind if I reply when I get back? I’m in panic mode.”

Indeed, this was an exciting moment for her. She had been employed spo-
radically since she’d gotten her doctorate, despite applying to pretty much every 
college-level teaching job anywhere in the English-speaking world for three years 
straight. As a medievalist, she was a koala, but she was out there saying, “Feed me 
whatever. Koala don’t give a shit anymore. Forget the eucalyptus.” The particu-
lar position she was interviewing for was for a medievalist—her eucalyptus. She 
had every reason to be in panic mode. I thanked her anyway and apologized for 
bothering her.

Another reason she had to be in panic mode, I recalled, was that the previous 
week she had been on the local news because a bullet had burst through the exte-
rior wall of her house and ricocheted around inside until it landed, finally, a few 
feet from her baby’s crib. I had watched part of the video from the story because 
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it appeared in my newsfeed, but I hadn’t gotten to see the whole thing because the 
night I saw it, grades for response paper seven had to be turned in for my online 
course. But I knew the gist—bullet, crib, scary. It occurred to me that because 
she was my friend, I should probably have said something supportive, and that 
maybe now was the right time to do that. I typed a reply:

“By the way, sorry about the bullet,” but I erased it because I didn’t want her to 
think I was the one who fired it.

 “Heard about how your house got shot up. Crazy!” I typed, but then I erased 
that, too.

I was an English professor after all; I should be able to eloquently express con-
cern and solidarity for this person I care about. I studied words, after all. Words 
were supposed to be my life. Other people are supposed to learn how to do this 
kind of thing from me. 

The cursor blinked in silence. I could almost feel her watching the screen on 
her end, watching to see if I said anything else, watching the walls for more bullets 
to fly in from outside—sitting, watching, being in panic mode. 

Finally, I just wished her luck on her interview. She didn’t write back.

~~~

Sometimes, when dealing with matters of English degrees—particularly graduate 
ones—there’s a disconnect between expectation and reality. People expect that if 
you have a master’s or a Ph.D. that you always have a job or that you can always 
get a job whenever you want. The reality is that it’s always really hard to get any 
job. Academic jobs have to be open and posted, and even if you happen to beat 
the dozens and sometimes hundreds of other applicants for one of those, the hir-
ing process takes a long time—half a year or more sometimes. 

Meanwhile, bills keep coming in, bills for the rent and the lights and the car 
and the student loan I’ll be paying until I’m in my mid-60s, but if you have a 
graduate degree and you apply for a regular job—like the pizza delivery job I am 
applying for in the hopes that working a third job will help offset the loss of my 
wife’s teaching position—well, people tell you you’re overqualified. Thus, many 
scholars who are just trying to keep the lights on and the rent paid find them-
selves in this weird employment purgatory of being not qualified enough to be 
gainfully employed long term at a college and too qualified to punch the clock 
anywhere else. 

Everyone I asked about this told me that when they fill out applications for 
nonacademic jobs, they don’t even list those advanced degrees they spent years 
toiling away in seclusion to get. I’m not putting my master’s or Ph.D. or my pro-
fessor job on my pizza delivery application, but that means there’s a huge gap in 
employment. What am I supposed to tell them I’ve been doing for the last decade 
and a half? I once asked a fellow Ph.D. about this. “You’re a creative writer,” he 
said. “Make something up.”
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~~~

Lystrosaurus waddles out of its burrow and raises its scaly countenance toward 
the orange sky of morning. The moon, still visible against the dawn, hangs like an 
exhausted tear on the cheek of the new day. Lystrosaurus grunts, scuffs his fore-
claw in the dirt, and tilts his heavy, tusked head downward. There are no longer 
any predators to worry about here, but there is plenty of competition for resourc-
es, and it’s getting harder for Lystrosaurus to feed his young. The whole world is 
drying up and chafing like an exposed root in the sandpaper air. 

Wearily, Lystrosaurus plods across the dusty landscape once more in search of 
food, hoping the digging will be light today, that the soil will be loose and moist 
and full of fibrous bits of plant matter, because Lystrosaurus, who was kicked and 
jostled by his young all night in the burrow, is starting to feel the slow crush of 
years in his bones, and he could use an easy day for a change, because it’s pretty 
much been one damned thing after another for Lystrosaurus lately, what with 
the trouble with the Subaru last week, the nasty virus that came home from the 
kid’s preschool, the landlord who won’t deal with the termites . . . plus, how long 
did Lystrosaurus bang away on that stupid committee spreadsheet, and now they 
aren’t even going to use it? Scraping harder at the surface layers of soil with his 
powerful tusks, Lystrosaurus can’t even believe this shit anymore. 

How did I even get here? Lystrosaurus muses, thrusting his beak into the newly 
made hole to explore it for shreds of vegetation. Finding no food, Lystrosaurus 
snorts and begins to dig again with motions worn into muscle memory through 
endless hours of mindless repetition. Am I depressed? Lystrosaurus wonders ca-
sually.

~~~

At the breakfast table the other day, my wife and I spoke about finances. The loss 
of her income will represent a 45 percent decrease in our yearly household bud-
get unless she gets hired right back in the fall at the school across town, but she 
doesn’t want to get hired right back. She doesn’t want to get hired back ever. She 
is about to go wandering right off the continent of being an English professor. She 
says she likes the students and the work, but that she’s going to learn how to do 
something else. She says it’s unfair to expect her to live this way, losing her job and 
having to beg for another one somewhere else three times a decade. 

“I think,” she said, “I could make a difference doing something else.” 
I nodded. The “something else” she was referring to is medicine—a complete 

career shift. She will go back to school, starting all the way over, taking the basics. 
Statistics. Calculus. Introductory chemistry. I could feel the atmosphere shifting. 
The air in my lungs seemed tighter. I summoned my long experience as an En-
glish major, English grad student, and English professor, because I knew this was 
an important moment, and I wanted to say just the right thing.
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“I mean, yeah, like, go for it or whatever,” I said.
She looked at me, and I gave her a look that told her I loved her, told her I 

support her, told her I couldn’t agree more. 
Then I looked down at my bowl of cereal and sighed. I dug my spoon into the 

bowl. It made a soft, crunching sound, and I pictured a primordial claw digging 
through the ancient, barren Earth. 
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Chapter 4. Adjunctivitis: The 
Plague of Academia

Marjorie Stewart
Glenville State University

To be contingent means not to know if you’ll be teaching next semes-
ter.

– Kevin Birmingham

Love means never having to say you’re sorry.
– Erich Segal

Long, long ago in a university far, far away—let’s call it Private City Universi-
ty (PCU)1—there was a writing program director who came complete with the 
appropriate costume—tweed jacket with elbow patches, gray flannel trousers, a 
slightly rumpled oxford cloth shirt, and a decidedly stained necktie. Long and 
lean, 60-ish, graying—an English professor from central casting by way of the 
costume shop.

Unfortunately, in addition to the costume, he came complete with the appro-
priate instructions. Our writing program director—let us call him Dr. Director—
was forced, through the economic circumstances of the university, to rely more 
and more heavily upon adjuncts to teach composition courses, and he accepted 
those circumstances. Although he occasionally taught composition, he was, first 
and foremost, a literature specialist, a medievalist to be precise. 

Secure in his own tenure, with about five years until retirement, he saw com-
position and the need for adjuncts as nothing more than a nuisance. Instead of 
merely assigning schedules to full-time faculty, he now had to recruit, interview, 
and hire adjuncts, then struggle to match their availability to the scheduled 
courses. He had to give them an orientation. He had to observe their teaching 
and meet with them to discuss it. He had to meet with them yet again to discuss 
the student evaluations of their teaching. He had to include them in the portfolio 
review meetings to assess the writing program itself. And he had to pay them a 
$50 stipend and feed them lunch out of his budget for those portfolio meetings. 
In all fairness, at least he did those things. Many schools merely throw adjuncts 
into the classroom with no support or preparation.

Enter our second character, an adjunct with five years of teaching experience 
when she came to PCU—me. I was already aware of the precarious lifestyle—low 

1. All names have been changed. And changed again. The guilty are protected. The 
innocent not so much.
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pay; no health insurance; and no control over my syllabus, textbook, or teaching 
methods. 

I had applied to the university once before but had not been contacted. The 
second time, I asked a friend in the registrar’s office if she knew anyone. She did. 
Our hero. She spoke to him; he called me in for an interview.

When the day of my interview came, I took a portfolio of writing assign-
ments, student evaluations, and recommendations. I dialed Dr. Director’s exten-
sion from the lobby and waited. Soon I saw a man in a tweed jacket with suede 
elbow patches approaching.2

After a long, awkward wait for an elevator, Dr. Director led me to his office. We 
sat. He asked me how I knew my friend. He asked why the writing program director 
at a school where I had taught had changed her name—had she gotten married?

The seasons change. Two years pass. I teach six courses. Dr. Director observes 
my teaching twice and enthusiastically endorses it. He meets with me to discuss 
my student evaluations, which exceed the university average in every category 
and include a number of positive comments. He offers me three Composition I 
sections for fall 2006, including one honors section.

All is right with the Private City University world.
But not all was right in my world. I had three classes at PCU, two at a local 

community college, and two with another private college in the suburbs. I had 
three book bags: a Monday/Wednesday/Friday bag, a Tuesday/Thursday bag, and 
a Wednesday night bag. If I pointed my car in the wrong direction and didn’t 
realize it within a few miles, I was late for class.

It wasn’t just me. Kevin Birmingham describes the profession 
this way:

It looks like the miles ticking away on her shabby car’s odom-
eter. . . . It is coming to terms with the appalling fact that you 
have spent the better part of the last decade applying for a seat 
at this table, trying to convince committees in hotel suites that 
you would be a more effective member of this particular team. 
It is the painful recognition that it never fully outraged you until 
the jobs didn’t work out.

This had to end.
Then, unfortunately, a local community college advertised a full-time job in 

composition. Like all of us, in or out of academia, I longed for a living wage and 
benefits. Even more, I wanted to know where to go every day. I wanted to give up 
my “If this is Wednesday, it must be Private City University” way of life. I didn’t 
want three book bags lined up in the dining room.

In short, I wanted a real job.

2.  Really. I couldn’t make this up. A decade earlier he would have been smoking a pipe.
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I began to scramble about, gathering information for the application. One 
requirement: name and contact information of a current supervisor for reference.

No problem, right? My department heads knew the way of the adjunct 
world—surely they will support me in this extremely long-shot attempt to settle 
down. All I had to do was to pick one. Choose the department chair who would 
understand my situation and give me the best recommendation. 

I chose Dr. Director. I could certainly rely upon him for a reference, he said. 
In fact, he said it in an email May 3:

Hello, Marjorie—I’ll be glad to recommend you. Please let me 
know right away if you have to change your teaching assign-
ments here.

Thanks,

Dr. D

In retrospect, the “let me know right away” might have been a warning. An-
other email arrived about a week later:

Thanks, Marjorie—I am sure you will get the job. Would you 
still be able to teach the fall Monday afternoon honors ENGL 
101? Could you ask to keep this time open? Maybe you could 
still do the other two classes I mentioned?

Your teaching has been great, and I would hate to lose it.

Thanks,

Dr. D

When I got the email, I had one foot out the door to go out of town. Since I 
didn’t know quite how to answer it, I decided to wait until I got home. After all, 
I could hardly walk into a new job dictating my schedule. Because Dr. Director 
seemed encouraging, I didn’t worry. After all, he valued my teaching. He said so.

Unfortunately, Dr. Director’s idea about how to avoid losing that teaching was 
puzzling. I received another email on May 16:

Margie, I’m sorry, but at this point I need to ask someone else 
to teach the fall classes we discussed. I appreciate your letting 
me know early in the summer about your application to Rural 
County Community College, but I can’t wait until June or July 
to complete the fall hires. I will be on vacation for most of June, 
and I want to take care of fall classes now.

I appreciate your excellent work for us, and of course I will be 
glad to write recommendations, answer questions, etc. Also, 
if you become available for fall classes, please let me know—
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something may well be available.

Thanks, 

Dr. D

I could lose my house, I thought—after all, those courses represented almost 
half of my income for the fall term. I couldn’t see the bank understanding Dr. 
Director’s need to fill his classes and therefore waiving my mortgage payments. 
Ironic that much of the literature about adjunctcy discusses the “homelessness” 
of adjuncts. I was not only homeless in the university, I now ran the risk of being 
literally homeless. 

At least he said he was sorry.
Shock turned to fury. I ranted a bit.3 I reminded myself of my own rule: Never 

answer an email that makes you angry until at least 24 hours. This one would take 48. 
Then I noticed that he had spelled my name wrong. My name, a part of both 

my family legacy and my teaching legacy.

My aunt, the aunt for whom I was named, Marjorie Best (who 
also spelled Marjie with a “j”), died about five years before I 
started teaching. She left her nieces and nephews a bit of mon-
ey. Wowie, as we called her, never married. She lived with her 
mother—my grandmother—and alone after grandma died. 

Wowie always rented. She wanted to buy a house, but single 
women didn’t do that—in fact, legally they couldn’t do that. 
When the house where she had lived in a quirky third floor 
apartment was torn down, Wowie found another great place to 
live—an apartment with two bedrooms, a formal dining room, 
and an attic she converted into a studio. When people asked her 
why she rented such a big apartment, she would say, “Do they 
think that just because I’m single I should hang on a hook?” 
When she died, my sister and I, both single women, bought 
houses using the money she had left us as down payments.

I wish she had known that she bought two houses for single wom-
en. I wish she had known I became a teacher. She spent 43 years 
teaching primary grades, starting in the midst of the Depression 
with a two-year degree from the Indiana State Normal School, 
then finishing her bachelor’s and her master’s degrees—both 
while teaching full time, and the master’s while caring for her el-

3.  A 2014 study by psychologists Gretchen M. Reevy and Grace Deason points to 
venting as a potentially negative coping mechanism used by contingent faculty when they 
find themselves in stressful circumstances. I could have saved them the trouble of research 
and just written them a letter.
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derly mother. Her first contract said that teachers would be paid 
their salary “when the school board had the funds,” a not-unusual 
clause in the 1930s. Sometimes they waited several months for 
those funds to become available. Teaching salaries improved, 
though, so that about five years after she retired, new teachers 
were starting out at more than she had ever made in her career. I 
grew up with stories of how teachers are treated unjustly. I grew 
up with stories of a great love of teaching in spite of that injustice.

The shock, anger, and sadness at Dr. Director’s decision provided something I 
needed, though: the powerful motivation of panic. I obsessed over the application 
for the Rural County Community College job (they required a three-page cover 
letter addressing a variety of pedagogical issues) and got it in—pronto.

I remembered a meeting I attended in my second year at PCU. A dean an-
nounced an increase in adjunct pay. “Not enough, of course,” he said. “It’s not 
even a salary, really. It’s an honorarium.”

Well, I’d rather be honored by a living wage and benefits, thanks just the same.4

The American Association of University Professors issued a report, The An-
nual Report on the Economic Status of the Profession, 2020-21, that shows the per-
centage of faculty working on a contingent basis has remained relatively stable at 
about two thirds since 2006-07. Their report attempts to trace the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic but states:

Any researcher who tries to quantify the economic impact of 
COVID-19 on contingent faculty members—particularly adjunct 
faculty members—will quickly discover an ugly secret in higher 
education: colleges and universities are not required to report de-
tailed employment data on contingent faculty members. (12)

The report goes on to refer to a “dearth of basic information” regarding the demo-
graphics of contingent faculty members (12). Given the “data-driven” nature of 
today’s institutions, it’s hard to make a case to them for improving the conditions 
of a group about whom the data are unknown.

And those conditions for adjuncts exist for a reason. As Birmingham states: 

Amid competing budgetary pressures, classroom instruction is 
the easiest expense to cut. And part-time employees aren’t just 
cheap; they also provide curricular flexibility. Unpredictable 
course enrollments encourage administrators to find faculty 
who can be hired and fired just as unpredictably. 

And such was the case at PCU.

4.  Am I whining (a term that will return soon)? Let’s move on and look at the litera-
ture—it will be a relief for everyone.
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Shortly after this, the plight of adjuncts was brought to light in the story of 
Margaret Mary Vojtko, a 25-year adjunct at Duquesne University in Pittsburgh. 
After her death in 2013 at the age of 83, The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette published an 
op-ed piece by Daniel Kovalik, an attorney for the United Steel Workers, which 
was attempting to organize adjuncts at Duquesne, and the outrage about working 
conditions in the academy finally left the hallowed ivy-covered ivory tower and 
went viral. Kovalik pointed out that adjuncts have no job security, no severance, 
and no benefits. 

Vojtko’s story has been fleshed out in more in-depth articles, including one 
by L.V. Anderson in Slate. Even that story, which discusses her hoarding, her 
frequent refusal to take charity, and her mental health issues, concludes that the 
university behaved badly, and that the continuing culture of contingent faculty is 
“a scourge.” Anderson declares that underpaid adjuncts are bad for students, bad 
for taxpayers, and bad for the universities themselves.

As Vojtko’s story faded from the public eye, discussions continued to rage 
within the academy. One particularly unfortunate piece was a letter to the editor 
of The Chronicle of Higher Education headlined, “Is That Whining Adjunct Some-
one We Want Teaching Our Young?” Written by Catherine Stukel, a full-time 
professor of business technologies, it entirely ignores the facts of both Vojtko’s life 
and death and the corporate-model systems that have created the adjunct crisis 
in American education.

Stukel suggests that adjuncts should quit whining and “put on [their] big-
girl panties.” She reasons that part timers may not be selected for full-time jobs 
because they are annoying, they are not likeable, they are mediocre, or they don’t 
fully engage their students. I have certainly known both part-time and full-time 
professors that fall into one or more of those categories. But I have known far 
more competent, engaging, and likeable professors, again, both in full-time and 
part-time positions. 

Although Stukel does hand out tough but practical advice, it isn’t easy. I spent 
seven long years trying to make the adjunct lifestyle work. 

After I didn’t get the job at Rural CCC,5 I enrolled in a doctoral program 
in composition. When I was ABD, I got a full-time job with benefits on a one-
year contract. I moved from that position to running the writing center at an art 
school not far from Private City University. I spent four years there, received my 
doctorate, and then moved to a tenure-track job. Many of my friends and former 
colleagues have not been as lucky. When I mentioned at a party that I was leaving 
my job at the art school, half a dozen recent Ph.D.s in literature or composition 
sent applications in the next day.

As I write that, I know that I am incredibly lucky. I am not smarter, more ex-
perienced, or better educated than my contingent faculty friends and colleagues. 
When I finally decided that enough was enough, I took an enormous risk by 

5.  Really, is anyone surprised?
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investing time and money preparing for a career that might not exist in an envi-
ronment that was angry, alienated, and alienating.

As early as 1995, Anne Cassebaum asked:

How did our profession become so divided? Why are we in such 
a weak labor position? The answer goes beyond our own profes-
sion as full-time positions get splintered into  part-time ones all 
over the U.S., but the reason for our vulnerability also lies in the  
attitudes of our fellow educators. (2)

She continues, “How can those who value education exploit educators?” (7).
Unfortunately, neither she nor anyone else has provided an answer to that 

very good question. Cassebaum does not naively assume that adjunctcy will dis-
appear; she merely argues for fair pay and job security. She points to several “at-
titude problems” among full-time faculty that work against those goals. Like Dr. 
Director, most of the faculty members she characterizes are blithely unaware of 
the plight of adjuncts. They mask their harmful attitudes in benevolent platitudes: 
“They’re lucky, they don’t have to do all the committee work and extra stuff we 
do” (2), and “They’re surprisingly professional” (7). I heard that “surprisingly pro-
fessional” or “surprisingly scholarly” many times.

My friend Chuck is an actor. Once the drama critic in our city’s 
major daily newspaper described one of his performances as 
“surprisingly good.” No amount of explanation about how the 
critic meant that Chuck was cast against type, giving a strong 
performance in a very different role than he usually plays soft-
ened the blow. Chuck has not forgiven the critic to this day.

It might seem as if this essay would have been depressing to write. It wasn’t.6 
Seeing the weight of stories of adjuncts—nameless, homeless people who bear the 
responsibility for teaching most of the first-year composition and basic writing 
courses in colleges today—made me feel less alone. The most frustrating part was 
understanding that much of the problem exists because full-time faculty mem-
bers like Dr. Director remain oblivious. 

To make changes, full-time faculty members need to learn to speak the lan-
guage of the adjunct rather than that of the academy on the subject of adjunctcy. 
I’ve often heard full-time faculty members claiming, “We treat our adjuncts well 
here.” I used to believe that was true, especially at Private City University.

Until that email, that is. Then I began to believe that there is no way to treat ad-
juncts well. I believe that the overreliance on part-time instructors has created a sys-
tem where it is impossible to treat adjuncts well—their very adjunctcy is a symptom 
of ill treatment. It is part of the discourse of the academy that leads full-time faculty 
and administration to believe otherwise. It is how Dr. Director can sleep at night. 

6.  Well, not too depressing.
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Wowie never owned her own home, but for her 70th birthday 
we gave her a dollhouse kit. She became an accomplished min-
iaturist, first assembling, painting, and wallpapering the house, 
then crafting tiny furniture for it: a Chippendale highboy, a del-
icate Queen Anne dining room set, petit-point Persian rugs.

Wowie might have settled for a miniature house, but I am not willing to settle 
for a miniature career. Once, when I was bemoaning my adjunct lot, my sister 
pointed out that when I got a “real job,” I could work for better conditions. It is 
a rocky road. My current college does not have adjunct representation on the 
faculty senate. When I have advocated for it, I hear the same things I heard as an 
adjunct: They’re not like us. They just teach their classes and go home. They don’t 
do research. They won’t want to serve. How would they keep in touch with their 
constituents? (The same way I do, I suspect—by email). And then, the conces-
sion: some, however, are “surprisingly professional.” 

It is us-and-them all over again. I still hold the belief that the faculty is all in 
this together. The divide between tenured and tenure-track faculty, full-time con-
tract faculty, and adjunct faculty must be healed if higher education is to survive 
this plague.

Perhaps the best cure for adjunctivitis is for the academy to go cold turkey—
totally eliminate all adjunct positions, replacing them with full-time tenure-track 
jobs.7 If, after a few years, it turns out to be true that some of us liked being sec-
ond class citizens, wanted part-time work, enjoyed being nameless and homeless, 
refused representation in shared governance, then exactly that number of adjunct 
positions could be recreated. Since that is unlikely at best, the next choice would 
be for all faculty to band together to fight for good working conditions—and the 
good teaching they might inspire—for all.
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Chapter 5. Closing of My College 
Department and Swingline Factory

Constance H. Gemson
LaGuardia Community College

It’s over.
In 2014, my adjunct college teaching assignment ended after 17 years. I taught 

for-credit classes on choosing a career at LaGuardia Community College’s coop-
erative education department, and oversight of students’ internships was reas-
signed to other programs. College teaching was a meaningful addition to my life, 
but I was never compensated for much of my time.

 My trip to the college took over 45 minutes from my Upper West Side, Man-
hattan home. Across the street from my school was the Swingline factory: mas-
sive, dusty, red. Once, this place was home to 450 jobs where workers produced 
staples and staplers. The brand name Swingline is still well known. Years ago, a 
factory job meant steady work, a set paycheck, and a chance for the workers’ chil-
dren to do better. Then these factory jobs went to Mexico. 

American workers were stranded without employment. My college provided 
training for these workers. I felt empathy for their lives. The Swingline building 
continued to be empty. It could be a disco with flamboyant nights or affordable 
housing. The closed doors served as a symbol of the need for education. The pres-
ent and future are clear; worker security is an illusion in the disposable employee 
economy.

Adjuncts’ status seems similar to the “Uberization” of the gig economy. Car 
drivers and part-timer academics share a similar lack of stability about wages. We 
serve at the pleasure of those on top. Part-time faculty members see their careers 
as limited rather than idealistic; many scramble to teach at various campuses with 
no certainty of future assignments.

 Unions are a viable solution. The Professional Staff Congress (PSC) is a local 
union affiliated with the American Federation of Teachers that has over 30,000 
members, and PSC includes part-time and full-time academics, librarians, 
and higher education officers. Union members are usually advocates for both 
part-timers and full-timers (“About Us”). 

Remembering the Neighborhood/Hearing about the Job
 My college job meant a commute to the new destination of Long Island City, 
once a hub of factories, now eat and run territory. Queens, where Long Island 
City is located, is the most diverse community in the United States, and all eth-
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nicities are found in one ever-changing borough, yet the stores and restaurants in 
Long Island City felt generic.

In 1997, I got this job the old-fashioned way: through the switchboard. I was 
looking for an in-service educational program being offered to the organization 
where I worked. I called LaGuardia Community College. The anonymous switch-
board operator transferred my call to Paula in the cooperative education depart-
ment.1 It was the wrong number but the right time! She shared recollections of 
the many new immigrants who enrolled at this college. Paula was enthusiastic 
about those enrolled in the varied programs.

She lived right near where I worked, and we met for dinner a week later. We 
discovered we were both social workers. Paula told me told me that when the col-
lege opened in 1971, most students were from Queens. Later, students came from 
Poland, Argentina, India, Greece, the Dominican Republic, China, or Nigeria. 
Paula gave me the dean of the department’s name and number to contact about 
classes for the spring.

 The following week I met Cathy, the department’s administrator, to discuss 
part-time teaching. I was hired for the next semester to teach Fundamentals 
of Career Advancement. A department professor wrote an excellent text that I 
would use.

Exploring Class Content
 My students interviewed each other during the first session. To decline to answer 
was acceptable. After 9/11, I was concerned about how Muslim students, who 
made up a significant portion of the student body, would be identifiable based on 
their clothing, but I did not need to put on the brakes. Classmates were kind. My 
school produced the play The Vagina Monologues. I saw the production on HBO, 
and I wondered if this was the right choice when most Muslim students valued 
modesty, which meant most students came to class casually dressed in jeans and 
lively shirts. 

Class content included the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator assessment, which 
highlights traits such as extroversion versus introversion, sensing as contrasted 
to intuition, and thinking compared to feeling. The Holland Code profile, which 
we also covered in class, details qualities such as artistic, social, enterprising, and 
conventional. I used TV characters to illustrate these themes, and I also defined 
emotional values—my examples of different people who display differing values 
included a cloistered nun and a corporate leader.

 I also used the text Gateway to the Workplace, which details the initiation into 
the world of work. We examined the ideas of John Dewey and other philosophers, 
and we discussed the new workforce and the necessary skills for success. 

1.  Pseudonyms are used for students; all other names are unchanged.
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Discovering Career Autobiographies
Many students worked at LaGuardia Airport. Two African American students 
shared their airport stories. Pamela, a flight attendant, dreamed of becoming a 
psychologist. “I want to handle bigger problems,” was her remark. For a class as-
signment, she interviewed a member of the Black Panthers. Would others believe 
“Black Panther” was the name of a car or a movie? Jack, a former football player, 
checked all the dead bodies when they arrived at the airport in the special boxes. 
He wanted a new job. Other students in my classes who were home health aides 
reported they had limited money and limited time to seek out new alternatives.

The college was perceived as a post-high school vocational choice. A few stu-
dents began attending four-year colleges, then changed directions. Some were 
over 40. Suzanne worked at Aqueduct Racetrack and “had been everything but 
the jockey.” She wanted to become a public interest lawyer. Julia from Nigeria, 
now a home health aide, was unsure about her future. Neal wanted to open a tat-
too parlor. Based on TV shows, forensic psychology became a career of interest 
for some.

 For many new arrivals, their educational orbit was narrow. They made the 
transition from around the globe to this country’s challenges and contradictions. 
Many wanted security, and several chose business careers. Their dream school 
was Baruch College, in distant Manhattan. Rare students discovered academic 
opportunities at Barnard or Vassar. Al showed me with pride his acceptance letter 
to Morehouse College, where Martin Luther King, Jr., studied. 

Most students had fewer choices. Students became curious to see if a career 
fit and if they wanted to wear it. Fieldwork provided this opportunity. At times, 
my students found they were regarded as a better source of information about 
technology than older staff. They also discovered health internships did not in-
clude clinical work. Students’ work titles were administrative assistant, teacher 
assistant, and legal assistant at places such as Lenox Hill Hospital, Queens Com-
munity House, Black Entertainment Television (BET), MetLife, advocacy groups 
for immigrants, or local public schools.

 This academic life lacked the romance of a rural campus setting; the campus 
buildings were those of a former candy factory. Work, school, and families were 
the familiar triad. Babysitting plans seemed to crash once a semester. The over-
worked parent brought the offspring to class. Youngsters were given crayons to 
color on paper. Children were respectful in this special place.

Understanding My Family’s Story and 
the Connection to the Present

 When I was in college, my responsibility was to be a student. My heroes were 
Michael Harrington, author of The Other America about U.S. poverty, and Cesar 
Chavez, the farmworker activist in California. I met both leaders. I received my 
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master’s degree in social work at Stony Brook University. A four-year college and 
graduate school were affordable choices for my parents, who were both teachers. 
My younger brother went to medical school and became a doctor. My family’s 
financial responsibilities were manageable. I aimed to be a social change agent 
to create new personal and political realities. Many friends were first-generation 
college students. Their lives expanded at college. The City University of New York 
(CUNY) had free tuition until 1976, when the city almost declared bankruptcy. 
This temporary charge for education became permanent. 

 My situation was unusual. My ambitious grandfather, Irving, my father’s fa-
ther, arrived as a Russian newcomer at age two and graduated from City College 
of New York at 19. Even with free tuition, higher education was a financial stretch. 
He tutored immigrants in English for 25 cents an hour, a high rate of pay. My 
grandfather’s education bumped my father’s family into the middle class. City 
College was a vital lifeline for immigrants, then and now. My grandfather taught 
at Boys High School in Brooklyn, a top-notch public school. My father and uncle 
were proud alumni. 

My mother’s mother, my grandmother Evelyn, completed two years at Adel-
phi College in Brooklyn, now Adelphi University on Long Island. She taught kin-
dergarten for over 40 years. Under her college yearbook photo was the wonder-
ful saying, “Independence now, independence forever, Evelyn knows what she 
wants!” I cherished my legacy of three generations of teachers. 

My mother’s middle school history class interviewed the neighborhood’s 
old-timers and published their work in an elegant booklet. My father loved teach-
ing high school English and told me we never know what Willy Loman sells in 
Death of a Salesman. My family regarded teaching as a noble calling, one that 
provided security during the Great Depression. Both families owned children’s 
camps: my father and his father owned Camp Berkshire in Winstead, Connecti-
cut, where Ralph Nader’s family owned a restaurant. My maternal grandmother’s 
camp was Camp Algonquin in upstate New York, on the Canadian and the Unit-
ed States borders. She taught her campers both national anthems, and I still know 
the first lines of “Oh Canada!” For all my family, teaching and owning a camp 
were both necessary for financial stability. They would understand the situation 
of adjuncts at the university.

 Today, the working world is becoming a world of mini-jobs or “jobettes” with 
little security or benefits. Uncertainty was a familiar factor at my school for stu-
dents and part-time faculty as well. Many adjuncts have become the new poor as 
wandering Ph.D.s search the college dust bowl for new opportunities and work. 
Some part-timers sought full-time opportunities in foundations, research, and 
publishing. We knew this reality before COVID-19. 

I remembered when jobs listings were defined by gender. Engineer and law-
yer were male-only. Clerical jobs were for women. Donald, a Black male student 
of mine, was aware of racism but was surprised to find out about gender-defined 
roles. The New York Times ended this practice in 1967.
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Assessing Student Interviews
I gave a classic assignment: interview someone you admire. Students wrote about im-
migrants on extended visas, supportive supervisors, and respected colleagues. When 
I was selected as the subject, I declined. It felt too personal. A volunteer for John 
McCain’s first campaign for president interviewed him. Julian interviewed a Legal 
Aid lawyer and admired her idealism. Suzanne selected an assistant teacher of chil-
dren with special needs. One male student chose a police officer. This officer would 
not reveal the name of the officer who had been killed when he was present, and he 
still felt devastated. My student’s brooding essay read like a Raymond Carver story. 
Another paper detailed a production assistant for the film Malcolm X. One subject 
was the owner of a karate studio. High school and college teachers were recognized.

Tom examined the organizational chart at MetLife, where he was an intern. 
He saw his dream job: CFO, the chief financial officer. Tom did not know this ex-
ecutive but arranged to interview him. Tom wore a jacket and tie for this meeting 
while the administrator did not. 

Anish from India admired a doctor. The physician shared a quote from Hillel, 
a Jewish sage: “If I am not for me, who will be? If I am for myself alone, what am 
I? If not now, when” (Rosen)? My student was moved by this saying.

One class session was held in a computer lab. At first, a tech support colleague 
taught the group. This once intimidating session became my favorite. I became 
the solo driver and led my students to explore computer learning. I knew what it 
was like to have a beginner’s mind and be a new learner.

Recalling Post-9/11 Memories
The classroom experience changed after 9/11. Before that time, many students 
wanted to use their language skills and work as travel agents or at the front desk 
at hotels in the future. Maria was disappointed about her hotel experience.

“I’m twenty-three; I’ve wasted so much time. So many customers are demand-
ing and challenging, and I hate to work all different shifts,” she said.

“Now, you are clear about what you don’t what to do,” I replied.
She looked relieved and began researching other professions.
After 9/11, police and accounting jobs were regarded as steady and secure. The 

once-friendly skies of airport work seemed frightening and dangerous. 
Joe worked in a men’s clothing store and was the only employee born in Queens. 

He stated, “I am the only one who can speak Spanish to the customers, and every-
one else is Muslim.” The class suggested he read about his colleague’s traditions.

Recalling a Special Meeting
One semester, Rosa spoke with me after class. “Professor Connie, I know you 
worked with cancer patients as a social worker. My mother died of cancer when 
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I was eight. My dad never told me she was sick, and he just told me to go out and 
play. Why did he do that? I just wanted to spend more time with her, and I didn’t 
know she was dying.”

I said, “Rosa, your dad didn’t want to worry you. Now parents are encouraged 
to share more openly when a family member is sick. Your dad was doing the best 
he could.” 

Rosa looked unconvinced. “I’d like to give something back, and maybe I could 
volunteer for one of those marches against cancer,” she said.

“Rosa, that would be a great idea,” I replied. 
The following week, she told me that joining the march meant asking partic-

ipants to contribute money and to attend this event. She was too busy with her 
college classes, and additional expenses were not practical for her tight budget.

Valuing Small Groups
To encourage informal interaction, I sometimes divided the class into three 
groups, asking them to consider factors in choosing a senior college and deter-
mining its suitability as a match for them. I created roles: the leader to keep the 
conversation on track, the recorder to document the findings, the speaker to 
summarize the results, and the writer to take notes on the blackboard. The most 
frequent criteria for choosing a senior college were convenience and cost. With 
its low tuition and nearby location, CUNY was a contender for both American 
newcomers and blue-collar participants born in the United States. 

One student stated to her small group, “My friend said he wouldn’t want to go 
to Brooklyn College because there were too many Jews there.” This remark was 
accepted by her seven group members. How could I deal with this situation? I had 
an ethnically neutral name, and I did not discuss my religion in class. I needed to 
make the student aware and yet not make her uncomfortable. 

“That’s an interesting perception,” I said softly. “What is the percentage of Jews 
in the United States?” 

One class member stated confidently, “Oh, at least twenty to thirty percent.” 
The others nodded their heads in agreement. 

“No, the Jews are less than three percent in this country,” I replied. “I am Jew-
ish and feel uncomfortable with that remark.” At first, the group was quiet, and 
then the animated discussion continued.

In 15 minutes, sharing ended. For the entire class, I emphasized diversity both at 
this college and in New York City. I wrote a James Baldwin quote on the blackboard: 
“The role of the artist is the same as the role of the lover. If I love you, I have to make 
you conscious of things you don’t see” (“Quotable Quote”). The class ended, and 
students left. I was busy packing up my books and belongings in my backpack.

The student who made this remark about the Jews entered the room. “Profes-
sor, I am so sorry I hurt your feelings. My friend said that remark about Brooklyn 
College. I didn’t.” I looked her straight in the eye.
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“Coming to see me took a lot of gumption. I accept your apology.” 
I held out my hand, and she offered hers. We shook hands firmly. She felt she 

was respected as well.
Walking out of class on a spring morning, I saw a group of students who 

moved their hands like dancers. All the students were deaf, and I saw the joy and 
exuberance in their communication. My college had a well-known program for 
deaf individuals where a high school diploma can be earned in a collaborative 
setting for those who lack hearing. 

I felt like an anthropologist studying work. When I got a mammogram, I 
spoke to the technician about her training. I heard a woman in a hard hat at a deli 
as she told her friend about her day. I wondered what it was like in the fashion 
industry or working as an accountant.

Understanding Adjunct Options
Now, my adjunct life is over. As an adjunct, I relished meeting new immigrants. 
I learned to be a more worldly city resident. Teaching expanded my life but did 
not determine my future. What recommendations can I offer to others? Explore 
personal options during your entire career. Develop multiple income streams and 
ideas. Activate your colleagues to unionize and work for better conditions for all. 
Realize that even a simple raindrop can enrich the slow growth of a tree, but the 
power of a storm or a union can be mighty and fierce. 

When my time ended at the college, I wondered about my students. Will work 
be a source of satisfaction or disappointment for them? How will new technology 
change their world? I assessed how much I had learned and shared in this box-
like setting that was once a candy factory. I thought about the Swingline factory, 
an empty shell; years later, it sold items for theater productions. I remembered 
the pre-COVID-19 story of LaGuardia Community College and the unknown 
destinations for us all. 

Works Cited
“About Us.” PSC CUNY, 2022, https://psc-cuny.org/about-us#:~:text=The%20

PSC%20is%20a%20%E2%80%9Clocal,affiliated%20with%20the%20AFL%2DCIO.
“Quotable Quote.” Goodreads, 2022, https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/611633-the-

role-of-the-artist-is-exactly-the-same-as.
Rosen, Emily. “If not now, when?” Pittsburgh Jewish Chronicle, 13 May 2020, https://

jewishchronicle.timesofisrael.com/if-not-now-when/. 

file:///E:\Dropbox\1-Current%20Documents\WAC%20Clearinghouse\Books\Practices%20&%20Possibilities\Dorfeld,%20Invisible%20Professor\Manuscript\,%20https:\www.goodreads.com\quotes\611633-the-role-of-the-artist-is-exactly-the-same-as
file:///E:\Dropbox\1-Current%20Documents\WAC%20Clearinghouse\Books\Practices%20&%20Possibilities\Dorfeld,%20Invisible%20Professor\Manuscript\,%20https:\www.goodreads.com\quotes\611633-the-role-of-the-artist-is-exactly-the-same-as
https://jewishchronicle.timesofisrael.com/if-not-now-when/.%20%20
https://jewishchronicle.timesofisrael.com/if-not-now-when/.%20%20




59

Part II. The Debilitating 
Effects of Disposability

During the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been an uptick of interest and con-
cern about students’ mental health. And for all intents and purposes, this is 
a good thing. It seems there is a weekly email circulating on college campus-
es about stress relieving activities to participate in, including petting puppies 
during finals week, doing yoga in the quad, and making arts and crafts in the 
library. But what about the professors teaching these students? Is anyone really 
checking up on them?

Building upon Part I, this section pulls back the curtains on what the system 
does to individuals. Even the youngest, most bubbly of professors will eventual-
ly experience one (or all) of the following in this rat race: mental, physical, and 
emotional burnout. And let’s not forget financial exhaustion. It has been said 
that “forty-four percent of new teachers leave teaching within five years” within 
the K-12 system (qtd. in Will). Within colleges, word of mouth indicates it’s not 
much better. 

• In “A Dark Night and a Brighter Day for Adjuncts,” Maria Shine Stewart 
deconstructs assumptions those outside of academia hold about profes-
sors working at multiple campuses. As she points out, a plumber once said 
to her, “You must be a good teacher. You teach at three schools.” She shows 
that little do such individuals know that teaching at more than one institu-
tion is a matter of survival due to the low salaries, not a love affair with the 
current inverted setup in which more than half the faculty work part time. 

• Christian L. Pyle, an adjunct English professor at Bluegrass Community 
and Technical College in Lexington, Kentucky, discusses the sometimes 
unfortunate disconnect between members of the full-time faculty and 
part-time faculty and how this disconnect further ignites classifications 
of segregation, disenfranchisement, and marginalization within the 
academy. 

• In “Between a Rock and a Hard Place on a Deserted Island: Negotiated 
Mental Health on College Campuses Through the Lens of a Rebellious 
Adjunct Professor,” Belle H. Foster cheekily details the four parts to the 
mental health roller coaster of an adjunct professor: “(1) the new adjunct 
honeymoon phase, (2) the denial and disillusionment stage, (3) the for-
get* it milestone (* forget may be replaced with other ‘f ’ words), and (4) 
panic.” She illustrates that while colleges invest thousands of dollars on 
the mental health of students, which is important, they also need to turn 
their lens inward because the mental health of the part-time faculty is not 
OK by a longshot. 
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• Nooshan Ashtari and Pamela Minet-Lucid convey how the academic sys-
tem eats its young, making individuals feel bad when they struggle, as if 
they failed. However, as they note, it’s the machine itself that’s the prob-
lem. They relay what most of us in academia already know: If you have 
another source of income, or a partner that can help you out, life is easier. 
If you must take care of someone else, such as a child, an adult, or an el-
derly person, being a contingent faculty member is virtually impossible. 

• In “Ignorance is Bliss,” Ann Wiley (pen name) explores the obliviousness 
in the decision-making processes of academic institutions that is caused 
by an absence of adjunct perspectives. She shares three different yet over-
lapping views of this phenomenon: those of students, full-time faculty 
members, and administrators. As she points out, when individuals are in 
the dark, whether knowingly or simply because they are out of touch, they 
cannot and will not help the most exposed populations within their very 
own department. 

The Great Resignation from teaching is a dismal reality. For young people 
just coming out of college, obtaining a Ph.D. in the humanities is becoming less 
desirable by the minute. Why? Because they know applying for 100 full-time jobs 
and receiving 100 rejections will affect a person. It will eventually lead to mental 
and physical burnout, not to mention hardships when trying to pay back mount-
ing school loans on a shoestring budget. And while dealing with all of this, the 
new faculty majority are the first professors most students will meet. That speaks 
volumes. 
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Chapter 6. A Dark Night and a 
Brighter Day for Adjuncts

Maria Shine Stewart
Cuyahoga Community College

Though I may be just one adjunct in academia, I have lived at least nine lives 
within it. And perhaps my trajectory resembles other adjuncts’ lives:

1. Adjuncting for the first institution while completing a master’s degree in 
English.

2. Adjuncting for a second university while working full time (in a very se-
cure writing/editing job) on that campus in a neighboring department. 

3. Adjuncting for two other departments in that second university—sum-
mer programs for underserved students and continuing education—to 
purposefully gain versatility.

4. Returning to adjuncting full force at two schools after giving birth to a med-
ically frail child and “temporarily” surrendering full-time employment.

5. Discovering that even working at three schools simultaneously could be 
balanced as a child grew stronger and finding a way to align processes (not 
curricula) across institutions. Also began teaching memoir writing and 
gained awareness of writing across the lifespan, which became a focus.

6. Adapting to becoming a disabled instructor after an auto accident left sig-
nificant physical repercussions. (The accident occurred after checking the 
driving distance to a prospective fourth institution.) 

7. As health returned, morphing into an adjunct who believed a full-time 
teaching job was still within reach, vigorously applying and interviewing, 
applying and interviewing.

8. Continuing to be an adjunct while fulfilling a one-year stint as a full-time, 
non-tenure-track faculty member, a big break that broke when that NTT 
position was not renewed.

9. Remaining an adjunct in the autumn of life, collecting scant retirement 
income that is further slashed by the Windfall Elimination Provision that 
seems counterintuitive after years of substantially paying into both state 
retirement and Social Security systems.1

Along the way, I earned a second master’s degree, in counseling, and discov-
ered that adjunct labor occupies a substantial part of that field’s staffing as well. 
I do not begrudge adjuncts who “made it,” finding a way to secure employment. 
These have included talented faculty much younger than I am whom I cheered on 

1.  For more information, see “What Is the Windfall Elimination Provision?” 

https://doi.org/10.37514/PRA-B.2022.1589.2.06
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when they were in graduate school, and I was mid-career. Their work, earnings, 
and visibility have ascended. I have remained behind. 

Yes, I have been fulfilled from working with the hundreds, likely thousands, 
of students who have crossed my path; from working with some extraordinary 
colleagues; and from the joy of witnessing students’ growth and engaging in a 
genuinely creative profession. However, I have felt the ache of scant opportunity 
to share what I’ve learned about teaching and about writing—and about colleges 
and universities, for that matter. I have presented at some conferences and writ-
ten for publications about higher education, but that sense of camaraderie of 
working on a project is short-lived. Also, I have faced ongoing economic conse-
quences of my part-time employment, such as those engendered by having two 
surgeries for cancer. 

And, for all intents and purposes, I wear a durable, all-seasons invisibility 
cloak at my colleges. For adjuncts, there can be no career closure, no retirement 
status, no title of Adjunct Emeritus—even if our files are bursting with student 
papers, our minds percolating ideas, and our wallets and purses and phones hold-
ing bills (the kind you pay, not the other kind). 

Others like me could not have imagined such an outcome when we fell in 
love with our profession, our calling. A plumber observed: “You must be a good 
teacher. You teach at three schools.” If only that perception of adjuncts were more 
widespread instead of the harmful stereotypes that persist within academia.

Though on a cheerful day my life might overflow with optimism, as repre-
sented in a piece I wrote called “A Kinder Campus for Adjuncts” (reprinted with 
modifications in this essay as “A Brighter Day”), realistically, less upbeat mo-
ments do gather. “The Plight of the Nonrenewed,” another piece I wrote which is 
also reprinted with modifications here, this time titled “A Dark Night,” emerged 
in a very dark time.

“Some professors soar; adjuncts flap and dive and flap again—until they can’t 
flap anymore” (Harris). I hope if you are an adjunct reading this piece, this mo-
ment finds you aloft, and if you are a tenured ally or administrator, I hope you 
might venture forth to help us all fly together, in formation, with the power of 
unity, purpose, and strength.

I. A Dark Night

Dear Academic Department:2

I hadn’t intended to write one of these letters, ever. I thought that loyalty was 
part and parcel of being a colleague; however, I wasn’t put on the course schedule 

2.  Thank you to Doug Lederman and Scott Jaschik, editors at Inside Higher Ed, for 
their support of my writing over many years and permission to reprint this section, which 
has been modified slightly from the original. It was published initially as Anonymous, 
“The Plight of the Nonrenewed” in Inside Higher Ed. 
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after two decades of teaching here.3 
You let me discover this by myself—with no explanation. And the timing 

could not have been worse. My spouse is unemployed; our child is in college. We 
may have to leave our home.

I know: There are hard times all over. Why should it—or could it—be differ-
ent for my family?

When nonrenewals happen, one’s imagination runs wild. If there was some 
perceived deficiency for which I was nonrenewed, it’s probably better to know, 
though my self-esteem is currently flattened. And if it were simply an error, it 
would seem natural that an error could be quickly fixed. Instead, I am in limbo.

If my nonrenewal was (as someone close to me suggested) due to adjunct 
activism, that could be devastating—but true. “Oh, now I understand why that 
topic was important to you,” a family member said.

Alternatively, you may not be mulling over any of this. As a distant member of 
the busy department, I am probably not on your radar. Perhaps the department 
never really knew me fully as a teacher or scholar. The few times I tried to discuss 
my own intellectual life or community activities or writing, tenured colleagues 
appeared uninterested. A friend was even told, “Don’t talk about your ideas to 
colleagues too much.”

Like others in academia, some readers may assert that responsibility for sus-
taining or creating positions lies above or beyond—the dean’s office, the provost, 
the VPs, the president, the board of trustees, even trends around the country. But 
while I am wondering how I will meet next year’s expenses and pursue what I 
consider my vocation, I am also wondering if readers can help stem the erosion 
of positions. You might be able to create better working conditions: if not for my 
generation, then for the next. You do have the power (Keenan). 

Perhaps you can show me that my bad-day comparison of the role of ad-
juncts in the university “family” as comparable to forgotten kids in the homes of 
the distracted rich is not valid. Perhaps you can show me that fierce battles you 
fight elsewhere in the university arena and within your scholarly discipline can be 
fought for less visible colleagues. Perhaps you can go to the mat for your depart-
ment as a whole and possibly the future of your . . . our . . . academic discipline.

Some people think instructors of a certain age have lost their currency, in 
every meaning of the word. I may find it hard to buy groceries and may need 
to take out a loan to buy required health insurance—I lack that currency—but I 
never lost my intellectual currency. If you think your adjuncts are stagnant or too 
tired to excel, do something. Evaluate, provide in-service . . . and be prepared to 
discover that you might be wrong.

An energetic, dedicated colleague with 40 years as an adjunct was extreme-
ly depressed one fall. I had never seen her as anything other than capable and 

3.  The sudden absence from the schedule had happened once before, also (initially) 
without explanation.
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charismatic. Nonrenewed. No perceived deficiency in her skills—rather, new col-
leagues, new chair. Another colleague has left the country, tired of not knowing 
how she would pay her bills. I am now down at least one-third of my anticipated 
$30,000 income in a good year for teaching 10 to 13 courses annually at various 
schools. Ultimately, there is no Machiavelli guide to being an adjunct (Carroll), 
though one might strive to be strategic.

Personally, I rolled with the course assignments and never fussed when things 
didn’t go my way. It has been suggested to me by someone outside of academia 
that too smooth an employee may be perceived as disengaged. Want two class-
es? Get one . . . or expect two, then get one, if that. Always be prepared to be 
“bounced,” no matter what your load. Risk overload at multiple schools rather 
than not being able to pay bills. Teach morning, noon, night, weekend, online.

Some may be thinking: Get a real job? Jobs are not abundant in my region. 
Publishing? Dwindling. Libraries? Shrinking. Bookstores? Nonexistent. Human 
services? Despite rhetoric about our society’s mental health needs, few openings. 
Alt-ac jobs on campus or lectureships at two-year schools? Have tried. Private 
high schools? Few slots, no go.

Overheard: I can’t imagine why an adjunct would keep at it after three years. 
My imagined comeback: I tried to find other paths. Ironically, every time I ap-
plied for a full-time job that did not come through, full-time and part-time col-
leagues have said, “But you don’t really need the job. You have a spouse.” Is this 
the 21st century?

A well-meaning friend offered the platitude that a door shutting might mean 
a window opening. It feels, to me, like the door is shutting and the windows are 
painted shut.

Exit strategy and career plan are, of course, ultimately one’s own responsibility.
While I figure out what I can now do for myself: Can there please be forward 

thinking in colleges or universities on how to cultivate, advance or utilize exist-
ing talent without strategies that boot talented instructors out—deliberately or 
accidentally—in our maturity? Other industries value retention and experience. 
And when it comes to classroom management, literacy acquisition, writing skills, 
minority outreach: Believe me, adjuncts can enter a campus discussion, given the 
chance.

Those on this path should be careful. One may end up vulnerable while 
critically ill or in chemotherapy4 or—as I sense myself becoming on other dark 
days—dejected. As the case of Mary-Faith Cerasoli retaught me, I may be one 
mishap from the street (“Homeless Professor”). This century may see things 
getting worse for adjuncts. In the unsolicited words of a former full-timer who 
left for greener pastures, “Don’t get caught” in the part-time pool. But one could 
get caught.

4.  For a description of one infamous case, see Colleen Flaherty’s “#iammargaret-
mary.”
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Or be set free at the absolutely worst moment.
Sincerely,
Saddened 

II: A Brighter Day
It was as a secretary in a busy English department at a large state university 40 

years ago that I first learned that full-time and part-time faculty occupied differ-
ent worlds.5 Although these worlds intersected in the classroom—and at times 
in my very small office—I wondered even then if better communication and mu-
tual recognition were possible. I saw students served by both forms of faculty. I 
handled instructional materials created by everyone, and I sensed the degree of 
commitment—or frustration—that both groups brought to their jobs. From this 
initial vantage point, expanded by the varied roles I have had on- and off-campus 
since then (including full-time, non-teaching work plus many years as an adjunct 
at multiple institutions), I propose three questions for colleges to consider while 
reflecting on teaching conditions of adjunct faculty members:

• Are adjunct faculty members at your school being treated like profession-
al people?

• Are they supported in the places on campus where they work?
• Are they given things they need to do their very best, even in difficult 

economic times?

If your answers are already in the affirmative, you may not need to read on. 
But I urge you to anyway.

Acknowledge Professional People 

People, all of us, possess goals and needs and talents. And you know the line 
belted out by Barbra Streisand—“People who need people are the luckiest people 
in the world” (Styne and Merrill). I still remember the shock when I first heard 
that phrase. Not necessarily, Barbra: If someone needs someone, and no one else 
is around, that individual is not so lucky.

Mishaps occur to everyone, regardless of job title. But if the copier is bro-
ken, and no one is there to help (and an adjunct faculty member drove a long 
distance to prepare materials), that’s not lucky. If a contingent faculty member 
has completed a creative project in the community—and no one on the campus 
acknowledges it—that’s not lucky. If a student needs astute advising and adminis-
trative offices are closed (while an adjunct instructor is teaching very late), that’s 

5.  Thank you to Doug Lederman and Scott Jaschik, editors at Inside Higher Ed, for 
their support of my writing over many years. This section, which has been modified 
slightly, was published originally as “A Kinder Campus for Adjuncts?” in Inside Higher Ed. 



66   Stewart

not so lucky. And if one dozen capable adjuncts are terminated at the end of the 
academic year, and no one protests, does their disappearance make a sound?

Memos or emails that go to some people, not all, erode communication. In 
my experience, when full-time faculty members join a department, only rarely 
are any adjunct colleagues part of that welcome. Adjuncts themselves may be 
hired without fanfare, under the wire, with scant preparation time. And policy 
issues, curricula, debates, textbook decisions . . . Why exclude the full teaching 
force who might be able to help?

The very adjectives—adjunct, term, contingent—themselves can be dispirit-
ing. “Just an adjunct” is a sad mantra. Every human being needs to feel valued. 
But let me affirm the upbeat intention of the song “People” (Styne and Merrill). If 
we are interdependent and rise to the challenge of supporting one another, it is an 
amazing feeling: “You were half, now you’re whole.” A spirit of camaraderie helps 
all of us, especially under pressure.

A vivid memory: On one campus where I have regularly taught, an IT staff-
er quickly talked me through a computer program over the weekend, which 
was both sanity saving and in the best interest of my students. That is best 
practice. Often, the savviest campus personnel are status-blind. Can we all 
strive for that?

Lee Kottner, longtime social media director of New Faculty Majority, has sug-
gested, “Get to know adjunct faculty members, make them visible in the rest of 
the department. If there’s a web page or poster in the department identifying 
faculty, include adjuncts” (qtd in Stewart).

Provide Proper Places

Not every campus has individual offices for faculty members, but having a buffer 
zone around the classroom with even a degree of privacy can greatly improve 
pre- and post-class communication with students. When you have to rush out of 
a classroom before the next scheduled teacher approaches—without any space 
nearby—it can be unsettling. Campuses can incorporate spots of reflection where 
full- and part-time, tenured, and contingent faculty members can congregate. 
Sharing ideas, even just smiles and nods, is not a bad thing.

Yes, cyberspace is an important place. But human contact counts. Being sep-
arated from full-time faculty can be isolating. If more visible, all faculty members 
can be part of transformative conversations and collaboration. One campus ex-
iled a large group of part-time faculty to a space the size of a walk-in closet. It was 
doubtful that this was done on purpose. In any case, full-time faculty converged 
to express dismay and got action on that issue—fast. 

A colleague in another department was a fellow adjunct for nearly two de-
cades; we met at a gathering of a professional association though we had spent 
all that time one floor apart, never knowing we shared interests. And one student 
at a community college seemed surprised to learn that department members oc-

http://www.newfacultymajority.info/
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cupying different floors of the same building might not talk, except for awkward 
moments in the elevator. 

“Why doesn’t everyone just bring a dish and have a potluck?” she asked. 
That was so sensible. Let’s do it.

Supply Required Things 

I remember the happy surprise of sticky notes, dry-erase markers, and a pen in 
my mailbox at one institution at the start of the term. The well-stocked supply 
room that I had access to as a departmental secretary decades ago is long gone, 
so like most people, I carry my own supplies. In Kottner’s words: “Treat adjunct 
faculty like you’d treat your tenured colleagues. Support them with offices, sup-
plies, access to copiers” (qtd in Stewart). And then think bigger. She writes, “Help 
support their research, too. Make funds for conferences and travel available to 
adjuncts. In fact, giving adjunct faculty first crack at the funds would be a great 
idea to balance out pay inequity” (qtd in Stewart).

Joe Fruscione, a freelance editor, cofounder of PrecariCorps and former ad-
junct, offered further tips on professional development and job satisfaction. “Al-
low adjunct faculty to teach upper-level courses in their areas of expertise,” he 
suggested. And he added a thought germane for any adjunct who feels his or her 
shelf life has expired, urging campuses to provide a “meaningful path to promo-
tion and raises—i.e., reward experience. Don’t punish it” (qtd in Stewart). Open-
ing the doors to workshops, teaching awards, and summer seminars to all faculty 
members can strengthen the entire institution.

According to Douglas Martin, Herbert Freudenberger first used the word 
“burnout” in psychology in the mid-1970s, notably in his book examining mental 
health professionals. It is “the extinction of motivation or incentive, especially 
where one’s devotion to a cause or relationship fails to produce the desired re-
sults” (qtd. in Martin). As described by Scott Plous and Paul Sephton, Chris-
tina Maslach and her colleague Michael P. Leiter later defined the antithesis of 
burnout as engagement. I first heard the word “burnout” from an adjunct faculty 
member when I was a secretary, and I was startled. Among the team I served, she 
appeared dedicated and well regarded by students. In time, I learned that ideal-
ism does not inoculate one from burnout. Incidentally, that colleague went on to 
a distinguished career in Montessori education.

A good fit between the institution and those who work for it—along with 
competent supervision and support—promotes well-being. Furthermore, if 
people, places and things do not work together to promote a healthy workplace, 
it creates a palpable domino effect. All faculty members potentially suffer if the 
talents of their peers are not fully engaged. And students respond to what fac-
ulty embody, from exhaustion to exhilaration. Positive morale is contagious. 
And can’t problem solving involving more perspectives reap dividends as-yet 
unenvisioned?

https://precaricorps.org/
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A cynical reader might reflect that it’s good to keep adjunct faculty uncertain 
about everything—from available courses next semester to whether the copier 
will be unjammed before classes start. Let’s keep them on their toes, lest they be-
come slackers. After all, we are in competition for scant resources. I disagree.

For three years, I served on the Modern Language Association’s Committee 
on Contingent Labor in the Profession and learned about conditions at many 
colleges and universities. A report titled “Professional Employment Practices for 
Non-Tenure-Track Faculty Members: Recommendations and Evaluative Ques-
tions” that was written by previous members of the committee is available in PDF 
form (Committee on Contingent Labor in the Profession). If various institutions 
took even a few questions and worked them through to constructive answers, it 
could transform conditions for adjunct faculty.

Although some people may still assert that adjunct labor is a given, a low 
priority, or the rage of the future, the discussion need not stop there. It is within 
the power of colleges and universities to lead with better professional practices. 

Dedicated to the memory of David Wilder, Artist, adjunct, and 
activist, 1956-2017 (See Farkas; MacDonald to learn more about 
Wilder.)
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Chapter 7. Statusism: How 
Adjunct Exploitation Isolates 
and Divides College Faculty

Christian L. Pyle
Bluegrass Community and Technical College

For six years, I thought daily of death, not as an end to be feared but as a consum-
mation devoutly to be wished.1 Life seemed hopeless and humiliating, and obliv-
ion seemed a sweet release. Every time I heard that someone had died, I thought, 
“Lucky bastard.” Whenever I heard that someone had committed suicide, I’d think, 
“Was he an adjunct? If so, I get it.” My wife still describes her dread coming home 
every day, worrying that she would find me dead. Her love kept me alive, and her 
health insurance allowed me to get treatment. I eventually crawled out of the dark 
pit of depression and have learned skills to protect myself from falling in again.

My fall into depression began in 2008 during my “adjunct awakening.” Prior 
to this, I had not lamented my contingent status. I began teaching English as a 
teaching assistant when I started grad school at the University of Kentucky in 
1990, and I moved on to work as a part-time instructor at what was then called 
Lexington Community College, now Bluegrass Community and Technical Col-
lege (BCTC), in 1997. Prior to 2008, confidence in my ability and work ethic con-
vinced me that I was on the road to full-time employment. 

Then came the Great Tenure Debate.
In late 2008, the board of regents for the Kentucky Community and Technical 

College System (KCTCS), the parent of BCTC, tried to remove the possibility 
of tenure for new full-time faculty. My initial impulse as a college teacher was 
to support tenure, even though I was not eligible for it. However, reading the 
arguments about the issue by full-time faculty members shook my sensibilities. 
Without tenure, they argued, the college’s full-time faculty would all be . . . gasp 
. . . adjuncts. Adjuncts were described as “rootless,” despite the fact that many 
full-time faculty at BCTC came there from other places while many adjuncts, me 
included, were native to the area.

Furthermore, we were depicted as unreliable. One associate professor claimed, 
“Every academic coordinator has a story of the adjunct who bails out the day before 
the semester begins (or during the midterm).” While that may be true, I suspect 
there may be even more stories of adjuncts who’ve gone beyond their job descrip-

1.  Portions of this essay previously appeared in North of Center and the Bluegrass 
Courier in articles I wrote about adjunct life. Both were published with the support of 
tenure-track professor Danny Mayer.
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tions in service to their departments: serving on committees, aiding with ongoing 
projects, and jumping in to take over those abandoned classes at the last minute. 

Prior to this, I had noticed that when there were full-time openings available, 
hiring committees in my area either imported someone from another school, or 
they chose someone who had only been an adjunct at BCTC for a couple of years 
(as opposed to a couple of decades). I also noted that the pro-tenure arguments 
stressed that removing tenure would keep the college from “recruiting” new fac-
ulty. Finding potential full-time hires seemed easy to me, as adjuncts at BCTC 
outnumbered tenure-track profs by more than double.

I could see that there was a stigma attached to being an adjunct. 
Systems of segregation, disenfranchisement, and marginalization not only are 

bred by biased mythologies (such as racism, sexism, etc.) but also breed such 
mythologies. The caste system of employment in higher education has created a 
mythology I call “statusism.” I suspect it is the result of cognitive dissonance: The 
minds of good people see the unfairness of the system and try to find a justifica-
tion for it. No one likes to think he or she has benefitted from an unjust system. If 
full-time, tenure-track teachers are treated better than their part-time colleagues, 
they must be better. 

Psychology has shown how even randomly applied labels can affect how peo-
ple see each other and themselves. In the infamous Stanford prison experiment, 
for example, college students were randomly designated as “guards” and “prison-
ers.” Soon the “guards” became authoritarian while the “prisoners” submissively 
accepted the abuse. Thankfully, statusism is not that dramatic, but it is just as real. 
It is subtle, and it silently creeps into how people who should be colleagues see 
each other: full-time or part-time, essential or non-essential, voiced or voiceless, 
permanent or temporary, and tenured or disposable.

One effect of statusism is blaming adjuncts for their status. For example, 
Catherine Stukel, a full-time professor at Morton Community College, dismissed 
adjunct concerns as “garbage” in a letter to The Chronicle of Higher Education. 
Why are adjuncts not full-time? She said:

Perhaps the position is filled, or the tumblers in the universe 
just didn’t fall into the right place for you. Or maybe you aren’t 
aware that you are annoying your colleagues with your opinions 
about everything, at every meeting, and at every event. Perhaps 
your full-time colleagues wouldn’t select you for full-time work 
because you are not likable. Perhaps you have a reputation for 
mediocrity, or you don’t fully engage your students. Did you 
ever think of another profession? Would you advise your own 
students to work part time with no benefits when there are plen-
ty of full-time opportunities in this world just waiting for them?

To Stukel, the system is a just meritocracy. You didn’t get an interview for a full-
time job at the school where you’ve been teaching for years? Obviously, you are 
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either unlikeable or a bad teacher. Psychologically, tenure-track professors have a 
strong motivation to defend the system that elevates them. “Did you ever think of 
another profession?” Adjuncts willingly take jobs as adjuncts and don’t quit even 
though their continued adjunct status should tell them they are unsuited for the 
job, someone like Stukel would say. Thus, adjuncts’ exploitation is their own fault 
for being so exploitable.

Note that Stukel thought an adjunct might be passed over justly for expressing 
an opinion that, presumably, tenured colleagues did not like hearing. Statusism 
provides a handy club with which to pound the few adjuncts who are willing to 
speak out about the injustice of the system. I had a debate with a tenured pro-
fessor at BCTC whose views were similar to Stukel’s. The arena was a Facebook 
group for BCTC faculty, and the topic was a blog entry by Nick DeSantis about 
how Delgado Community College changed its pay system so that adjuncts would 
receive their first checks sooner than seven weeks into the semester. BCTC had 
a similar delay that made adjuncts wait two to four weeks longer than full-time 
faculty to receive the first check of the semester, and the delay had proven difficult 
to fix. (One department chair who tried to fix the problem reported to me that 
the college president replied, “Aren’t the adjuncts used to being screwed over?”). 

A tenured professor, whom I’ll call “TP” from here on, responded to the De-
Santis blog entry by posting, “It will be done as long as people are lining up for 
their abuse?” I replied, “I wouldn’t blame the victim for the abuse. With most col-
leges in America exploiting adjuncts, it’s either play the game by their rules or go 
home.” TP was not having any of that: “How many years would it take until it was 
too much? That is how many years they will exploit adjuncts’ labor (which seems 
forever as they accept whatever is thrown at them). That is not ‘me’ blaming the 
‘victims’—just a cold reality drawn from radical labor history.”

The discussion got a bit heated, and I did my part to stoke the flames. I fired 
back, “The privileged, pampered, and paid off teaching class exists as a buffer 
between the administration and the masses of adjuncts—that’s a cold reality, 
too. Like it or not, you’re part of the equation, too.” (I was very pleased with the 
alliteration.) Like, Stukel, TP asked why I didn’t do something else with my life, 
but he also chastised me for inaction, writing, “You don’t like it, it is abusive, 
do something about it.” But I am, I protested. I was speaking out about the in-
justice, which, as a lone adjunct, was about all I could do. TP knew that I had 
published articles about the adjunct issue and had raised adjunct issues on the 
college email list.

Then came the catch-22. Like Stukel, TP didn’t want to hear adjunct opin-
ions: “This is the problem in regards to you, not adjuncts as a whole. You blame 
others that in no way exploited you for the fact you have worked as an adjunct 
for 17 years.” He says the exploitation of adjuncts is the fault of adjuncts silently 
accepting the exploitation, and that we should “do something” about it. However, 
that “something” should not be to criticize the system, especially if that means 
pointing out the role the more privileged class plays in the system. 
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Notice how TP mentioned the number of years I had worked at BCTC? He 
did that seven times in the conversation. He had done the same thing in a pre-
vious discussion when I had been there 14 years. Over and over, he flogged me 
with the number. (In both cases, I mentioned my years of service simply to estab-
lish my ethos, as we say in freshman comp.) For a long time, I was puzzled that 
long-serving adjuncts were rarely promoted to full-time status when the rare full-
time job was available. Full-time profs expect their years of service to be rewarded 
with tenure and promotions, so why wouldn’t adjuncts’ years of service merit the 
same respect? Stukel and TP give us the answer: The longer we “willingly” work 
as adjuncts, the more pathetically we seem to enable our own exploitation. Each 
year tenure-track faculty work should bring them rewards; each year adjuncts 
work should bring us shame. 

Although my playfully alliterative description of tenure-track profs as “priv-
ileged, pampered, and paid off ” was deliberately provocative, my point that the 
full-time faculty act as a buffer between the administration and the adjuncts is 
accurate. We are invisible, even though we are the majority of the faculty. In fact, 
according to the BCTC 2019-2020 Factbook, part-time instructors were 66.3 per-
cent of the faculty in fall 2018 (Office of Institutional Planning 79). The full-time 
faculty have regular meetings and elected leaders and representatives at every 
level of the system. They have offices in suites where they can discuss the employ-
ment issues that affect them. They have visibility and a voice. I imagine they often 
forget adjuncts exist. 

In fact, the chair of the faculty council at BCTC once emailed everyone to 
explain that a new proposal would result in benefits equality for all faculty. He 
had to be reminded that adjuncts are also faculty members and that we receive no 
benefits. Adjuncts rarely meet each other, so we have little opportunity to discuss 
our common interests and act as one. Those few who speak up often face the ire 
of the full-time faculty who wash their hands of the exploitation of adjuncts. 

Despite TP’s insistence that my discontent was a personal failing not shared 
by other adjuncts, every time I made some public stand, I got private emails from 
other adjuncts thanking me for speaking out. They said that they felt alone until 
I said publicly what they were feeling privately. Hoping to build some sort of alli-
ance, I always asked if the emailer would be willing to join a group. The response 
was always along the lines of “Are you kidding?!? I need this job” or “Only if my 
identity can remain a secret.” They are not silent because they accept that their 
exploitation is their own fault, as TP assumes; they are silent because they are 
afraid of not being rehired. 

We have no job security. Regardless of how long we have taught at a col-
lege, the college is under no obligation to offer us classes the next semester. 
And who decides which adjuncts get classes and how many classes they get? 
The regents? The president? The academic dean? No. Our bosses are full-time 
faculty members. The adjuncts who are afraid of speaking out are afraid of the 
full-time faculty.
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This is not to say that tenure-track faculty members try to instill fear or that 
they are bad people. I have found many sympathetic tenured professors at BCTC, 
including some who do what they can to change the system of exploitation. One 
full-time professor published my previous essays in newspapers he edited. An-
other wrote an essay to accompany one of mine because he worried about me 
sticking my neck out alone. It’s the system that is wrong, not the individuals in it. 
However, we all have a responsibility to try and change that system. Because they 
have an organization and a voice, full-time faculty members have more power to 
effect change than the isolated and invisible adjuncts do.

Stukel’s letter prompted some full-time faculty members to push their fellows 
to join the fight. Amy Lynch-Biniek, a then-associate professor at Kutztown Uni-
versity, posted an open letter to other full-time professors. In it, she takes pride in 
the hard work that earned her a tenure-track position but acknowledges that her 
“adjunct colleagues have worked just as hard” without the same rewards. Lynch-
Biniek concludes:

The only way I am able to reconcile working in a field that sys-
tematically abuses the majority of its workers is to dedicate my 
service and scholarship to addressing the problem of labor in 
higher ed. Too many lucky tenured, though, believe as [Stukel] 
does, that they are special snowflakes. Or, they turn their eyes 
away, saying “I can’t change it,” or “I need to focus on my stu-
dents.” I call bullshit. We can change it, and improving the 
working conditions of all teachers is focusing on your students. 
The time for silence is over. In fact, there never was a time for si-
lence. Become allies to your adjunct colleagues. Do something. 
Say something. Retweeting isn’t enough.

In other words, change can only happen when everyone with a voice in higher 
education makes that change a priority. 

Lynch-Biniek’s point that the adjunct crisis affects students is important. The 
quality of education suffers if a professor doesn’t have an office, a computer, insti-
tutional support, or healthcare coverage. Adjunct professors’ health (and, there-
fore, their work) suffers not only from lack of medical care but also from exhaus-
tion. Without even cost-of-living wage increases, adjuncts constantly must teach 
more classes at more schools to race inflation. Seven classes in the fall and six in 
the spring was my norm for several years. That’s about the maximum a freshman 
comp teacher can do, but I’ve heard of adjuncts in other disciplines teaching ten 
classes or more.

To be fair to my full-time friends and colleagues, the system is unfair to them 
as well. Tenure-track faculty members must jump through endless hoops to be 
hired, tenured, and promoted. By contrast, at every adjunct job I’ve had, I’ve been 
offered the job before meeting with my boss. At that first meeting, I received my 
textbooks and was pointed toward my first class. Then I just stayed there year af-
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ter year until the college ran out of classes for me. Garry Trudeau’s 1996 depiction 
of adjunct professors as migrant day laborers only slightly exaggerated the truth. 
In a brief Doonesbury storyline, a guy standing on a flatbed truck said he needed 
two romantic lit profs, then he pointed to two random people holding up their 
hands (Trudeau). On the other hand, an assistant professor passes through a long 
vetting process to teach the same classes I teach after barely a critical glance. The 
system makes no sense for anyone.

As a profession, we need to rethink how professors are hired, retained, and 
supported. We need to do it as soon as possible, because our profession is be-
ing whittled away by regents, trustees, and state governments that see automated 
online courses combined with call center support as the best model for high-
er education. Regents and trustees are often corporate executives, and they see 
classrooms as the factory floor. Just as they turned manufacturing over to robots, 
with distribution and retail to follow, they will rid campuses of all full-time pro-
fessors. The overdependence on adjuncts degrades our profession. Adjuncts are 
disposable, so the professoriate is disposable. Anyone who values higher educa-
tion knows the value of having a living person with an active, engaged mind and 
a storehouse of subject knowledge standing at the front of a classroom. However, 
those who see colleges as factories will be attracted to the efficiency and homoge-
neity of automated online courses. The current system is unsustainable, perhaps 
by design. Why would anyone obtain a master’s or doctoral degree with the inten-
tion of teaching in college when an adjunct position is the likely result?

So, what do we do?

1. Unify the faculty. The caste system breeds statusism that poisons the re-
lationship between full-time and part-time faculty. To defend the profes-
soriate, we must strengthen our profession. If the majority of professors 
are considered non-essential, how essential are the others? There must be 
one faculty.

2. Guarantee adjuncts an equal voice. As part of faculty unification, the 
role of faculty in governance must include proportional representation of 
adjunct faculty.

3. Protect adjuncts from arbitrary dismissal. An ombuds for adjunct facul-
ty should be appointed to protect the rights of adjuncts, particularly those 
who voice adjunct concerns. 

4. Pay adjuncts equally for equal work. Tenure-track professors estimate 
the percentage of time they spend teaching as opposed to other duties like 
committee work and advising. Therefore, it is an easy matter to arrive at 
the per-credit-hour rate full-time professors are paid at various levels of 
seniority. As the work of teaching is the same, the pay should be the same. 
Not recognizing that cheapens our profession. As teaching experience 
should be valued regardless of the status of the teacher, adjuncts’ years of 
service should be reflected in their rate of pay.
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5. Lengthen the appointments of established adjuncts. It’s ludicrous that 
some professors who have been teaching several years at a school are 
granted jobs for life while others who have been teaching a comparable 
number of years at the same school have to beg for classes each semester. 
Once adjuncts have proven their mettle, they should receive longer ap-
pointments. They should also be preferred candidates for full-time jobs.

I am writing this in late 2021, but a glance at my works cited will reveal that 
most of the material came from 2014, which is also when I crossed swords with 
TP. At that time, I considered myself an adjunct activist and was determined to 
engage daily in a national conversation about our issues. On February 25, 2015, I 
participated in National Adjunct Walkout Day by attending a meeting in Louis-
ville and becoming part of a group that adjuncts there were forming. I assumed 
there would be a Walkout Day every year, but 2015 saw the first and last. The other 
adjuncts in the group we formed all left academia. My enthusiasm for constant 
struggle waned.

I sought contentment and, in many ways, have found it. While I hate my job, 
I love my work. Teaching is an art form, and I am passionate about it. I get to de-
sign my classes, and that keeps me from getting bored. More than anything else, 
I feel like I am doing something worthwhile. I sometimes shed a tear that “there 
are songs in me that won’t be sung,” as an old Roy Clark song says (“Yesterday, 
When I Was Young”). I’ll never chair a committee, serve in faculty leadership, 
or coordinate a subject area. I think I’d excel at those things. However, I remind 
myself of the songs I’ve sung. I’ve introduced students to film noir and been asked 
what other black-and-white movies they should see. I’ve lectured on great works 
of literature and encouraged students to explore their own creativity. I’ve chal-
lenged students to think critically about important issues. Former students have 
stopped me on the sidewalk to tell me how much they value what they learned 
in my class, and fellow adjuncts have thanked me for saying out loud what they 
suffer in silence.
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Chapter 8. Between a Rock and a 
Hard Place on a Deserted Island: 

Negotiated Mental Health on College 
Campuses Through the Lens of a 

Rebellious Adjunct Professor

Belle H. Foster
Independent Scholar

The rock represents people in power, the hard place represents students strug-
gling with their mental health, and the deserted island is where I exist as an ad-
junct professor—in absolute isolation from any sort of meaningful human con-
tact, let alone a supportive community. I have repeatedly hit barriers whenever 
trying to advocate for students in a mental health crisis. I have also repeatedly hit 
my mental health breaking point with seemingly no one to turn to. In a last ditch 
effort to save my own mental health, I started finding the loopholes in education 
systems as a way to survive the system and—honestly—survive in general. 

This chapter is a confession of all the academic “sins” I’ve made. In other 
words, it’s a chapter about how I worked the system so the system didn’t destroy 
me. I hope this will be eye-opening for anyone working within or at the mercy 
of an institution of higher education. (And a little content warning for you: The 
sarcasm, satire, and cynicism ahead are the only coping mechanisms I have left 
after working for ten years in higher education.) 

The Mental Health Rollercoaster of an Adjunct Professor
I’ve discovered there are four parts to the mental health roller coaster of an ad-
junct professor. They are as follows: (1) the new adjunct honeymoon phase, (2) 
the denial and disillusionment stage, (3) the forget* it milestone (* forget may be 
replaced with other “f ” words), and (4) panic. I will share my regular journey on 
this rollercoaster to provide some context for why the mental health of adjuncts 
is not ok.

The new adjunct honeymoon phase is this incredible period of time post-
grad school where you feel like you’ve made it—I miss this phase so much! The 
honeymoon phase goes something like this: feeling a euphoric sense of gratitude 
for having a contract (or eight); absolutely loving being in the classroom; being 
energized by working with so, so, so, so many students (probably serving more 
students than tenured faculty); and transforming a mediocre curriculum that 
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was handed to you three days before having to teach it into a thing of beauty in 
front of students’ eyes (and the students had no idea!). In the honeymoon phase, 
you’re on fire—look at you displaying those skills (that no one taught you in grad 
school) and feeling like you have an unbelievable amount of agency because no 
one ever checks on you (like, ever)—and you get a taste of that glorious academic 
freedom we all yearn for! You have energy, you reply to emails in seconds, you are 
a fresh young educator multitasking as you haul your highly caffeinated self from 
campus to campus five days a week, you listen to pedagogy podcast episodes in 
your car as you cruise to your next class, and you even arrive early ready to imple-
ment whatever innovative strategy you soaked up on the car ride over. 

This phase is a high. Your confidence and self-esteem are through the roof. 
This is your dream. You set a goal and achieved it. This phase can last up to six 
weeks of each semester. But the longer you teach, the shorter this phase becomes. 
It’s called burnout. After teaching consistently for two years, you no longer have 
the ability to experience this phase because you can’t feel positive feelings, so en-
joy the honeymoon phase while it lasts. 

The second part of the adjunct mental health roller coaster is the denial and 
disillusionment stage. (Reminder: This is the stage you start on after you’ve com-
pleted two years of teaching). This stage creeps in, sneaks up on you when you 
least expect it. Its signature is rationalization (i.e., the justification of unaccept-
able behavior). It starts with little things like being left off an email—we all make 
mistakes, no big deal. It starts to escalate to not being informed of a required 
department-wide meeting (the reminder was sent out before you were officially 
hired, but you somehow should have known about it). It escalates more to not 
being properly assigned to your course in the system (oops, administrative error). 
Therefore, you can’t access materials, attendance records, or even be paid in a 
timely manner. This is where subtle denial and self-gaslighting starts to show up. 

Our internal voice says, “It’s not that big of a deal in the grand scheme of 
things,” “I should have followed up on this earlier, it’s my fault,” “it was a mistake, 
they didn’t mean to do this, I shouldn’t be so upset,” which can lead to thoughts 
such as “I should stop being so demanding,” “I must be exaggerating,” “I’m being 
dramatic,” and “is this all in my head?” And eventually through this rationaliza-
tion, denial, and self-gaslighting, you arrive at accepting how disillusioned you 
were about adjuncting. (And, for the record, we are spoon-fed this illusion from 
the moment we are taught the “only” thing to do after high school is to go to 
college. That’s where the knowledge keepers and creators live, and we must join 
them in their ivory tower. And it’s not until the gatekeepers allow us in that we 
see how dirty that facade is.) This phase can last for some or all of your time as 
an adjunct professor. 

Next is the forget it milestone, which can be unbelievably liberating if you 
just surrender to it. See, you become a bitter old professor who probably should 
retire, but you’re in your early thirties and haven’t even had an interview for a 
tenure-track position. Probably because you don’t have time to look for jobs let 
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alone apply since you’re teaching 18 credits in seven different departments while 
also working any other gigs you can get on the weekends to pay your bills. 

So, you resolve to screw the system a little bit (not enough to get fired . . . but 
it might be pretty close in some cases, and it’s quite an adrenaline rush). For ex-
ample, since canceling classes is taboo (even if you’re physically ill, let alone if you 
need a mental health day), you replace “class canceled” with “day for independent 
research with digital check in.” You get a quasi day off and students get their work 
done—it’s a win-win. You can get really creative in this part of the mental health 
rollercoaster, so have fun with it. You may also notice new behaviors emerge, such 
as not preparing for class, showing up barely on time, always dismissing class at 
least five minutes early, and increasing your grading speed—because your once 
carefully followed rubric has now been replaced with more gut-level, intuitive 
grading with statements like “Meh, I guess it’s a B,” and “Sure, let’s call it an A,” 
and “Ehhhhh, C . . . minus . . . or does a D still let them pass?” 

And if anyone challenges you on any of this, let them know you’re simply 
working to dismantle a system of oppression, which, according to the antirac-
ist statement the old, White, straight, able-bodied, neurotypical administrators 
drafted out of guilt in the summer of 2020, is what we all should be striving for 
anyway. (And for what it’s worth, adjuncts are the most marginalized, oppressed 
group in the academic world.) This part of the rollercoaster usually shows near 
the end of the semester; however, depending on how long you’ve been teaching, 
it could pop in before mid-terms . . . or day one of the semester. 

Once you survive the forget it milestone with minimal liver damage, you 
reach the final part of the rollercoaster: panic. The panic sets in once you realize 
you’ve been so focused on surviving the semester that you haven’t secured any 
contracts for future semesters. Now you’re unemployed after living paycheck to 
paycheck with really poor mental health and no way to afford the care you need 
to start the rollercoaster all over again or the professional development you need 
to change careers. 

So, either out of habit or preferring to dance with the devil you know, you get 
back in line and wait to ride it again. And I should note, you must ride this roll-
ercoaster alone. Your colleagues may be on the same rollercoaster, but you only 
see them in passing, never long enough to commiserate or build a supportive 
network with them. Anticipate this part of the rollercoaster at least twice a year. 

Just a “Full-Time” Adjunct
Over the past several years, I’ve started calling myself a “full-time” adjunct—mean-
ing I’m either in a classroom or in a car for at least 12 hours a day, five days a week 
each semester. I’ve been teaching in higher education for about ten years. There’s a 
cycle you go through as a contingent educator. At first, you feel grateful for being 
given the obscene privilege of being allowed in a precious classroom. There’s the 
honeymoon phase of telling your friends and family you teach at a college. They 
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don’t understand the nuances, so they consider you a full-time, tenured professor 
(and I gave up on seeing this as an educational moment a long time ago). 

Most students also don’t understand the nuances of higher education, and 
they even call you Dr. because they just assume all professors have Ph.D. degrees. 
I prefer to dodge this educational moment because it’s one of the few times in ad-
jucting when you finally feel respected. So, let’s talk about where all the disrespect 
comes from. The decision makers—the rocks—know how to crush you slowly. It’s 
the continuous small comments, the pathetic attempts at empathy, and border-
line microagressions that start to wear you down. 

The Rocks
When I began sharing with other professionals in the field that I was an adjunct, 
I was repeatedly told by those in tenured positions that the only way to survive 
as an adjunct is to get a rich husband (i.e., perpetuate the heteronormative pa-
triarchy, lean into toxic masculinity, engorge in capitalism, and maintain all the 
systemic oppression that got us here in the first place.) In hindsight, this should 
have been the warning sign to turn around and reconsider my career choices. But 
I was in the honeymoon phase, and no one was going to stop me.

I’ve been on the receiving end of my fair share of passive-aggressive com-
ments from colleagues saying that being childless reduces my value and worth 
within a department—being childless also seems to green light extra exploita-
tion because I couldn’t possibly have any other responsibilities or want time away 
from working. This is where a lot of the denial and disillusionment showed up for 
me. I thought we were a faculty, a team, but I learned quickly where I was in the 
hierarchy of adjuncts. 

I also witnessed one faculty member fat-shame a student, then reward her 
when she lost weight—the department chair said nothing. That same department 
chair sometimes turned to me in awe and say, “I don’t know how you [adjuncts] 
do it.” Because we have bills to pay and need to eat is how we do it. And we don’t 
need your sympathy; we need you to change the system.

I’ve been told by a supervisor that I’m nothing more than a teacher who should 
only focus on teaching. That is, of course, unless there is the slightest suspicion 
that a student’s mental health is plummeting. Then, we must submit early alerts 
and wellness check warnings immediately, only to be gaslit by the department 
heads who had not witnessed the same behavior, so the head of the department 
must be right and poor little ol’ me is clearly out of touch with how the system of 
education is expertly [insert eye roll] set up to support students. 

The Hard Places
Student mental health is not ok. We’ve all seen the news stories since COVID-19 
hit, but I noticed student mental health deteriorating a few years prior, and 
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schools were not adapting well then—or now—to this crisis. I think about the 
times student mental health directly changed my teaching: the student who was 
on her phone repeatedly in class because her mother had been admitted to the 
ER, the student who witnessed his mother flatline and be brought back to life, the 
student who failed out of school because the disability resource center didn’t sup-
port him in time to pass his classes, the students navigating immigration and de-
portation with family members, the student with awful attendance whose abusive 
boyfriend wouldn’t let her go to class, the student who was suddenly homeless 
when the dorms shut down for COVID-19, the student who’s on the phone with 
a crisis counselor instead of logging into zoom, the student who won’t turn their 
camera on because they can’t stop crying, and my list could go on. 

When you know what stress and trauma students are bringing into the class-
room, it’s really hard to just teach. It’s hard to be a “good” teacher who holds stu-
dents to policies and protocols that are so insignificant when you know students 
are dealing with actual life-and-death situations. So, what are we adjuncts sup-
posed to do? Re-traumatize the students by having no empathy and failing them 
when they don’t comply with the system? Get fired for allowing our students too 
much grace, which might be jeopardizing accreditation? Having to constantly 
toggle between these two pretty significant questions is exhausting. I need my 
poverty-wage job so I can survive. But always I am in a position of service where 
I hope everyone else survives the semester, too. 

For me, risking getting fired is worth it to be able to sleep at night with my 
integrity intact. I choose to bend the rules as much as I can so that the system 
won’t break any of us within it. And, yes, there are options for student to take 
an incomplete or withdraw due to extenuating circumstances. But the schools 
I’ve worked in have denied students those options because I’m an adjunct. What 
message does that send to students? Do you think they feel supported by the 
administration? Do you think their perception of me as their teacher changes? It 
sure does. And I also internalize it.

The Deserted Island
For me, the academic freedom that I felt in the honeymoon phase eventually 
morphed into a feeling of complete and utter isolation. My community consists 
of me and my students. That’s it. Students are my community. I am connected on 
social media with more students than colleagues because I actually know my stu-
dents. I could not pick my colleagues out of a lineup unless their email was taped 
to their forehead, and even then, 50/50 guess. The colleagues I do know are func-
tional acquaintances at best, not people I can trust or turn to in times of struggle. 

I see supervisors only under stressful situations (department-wide meetings 
and events and when something goes wrong). If I am one of the randomly select-
ed adjuncts to have a teacher evaluation, then I might get some more interaction, 
but again, this occurs under an umbrella of stress. (Also, I have not received a 
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teacher evaluation in over three years). Everyone around me operates under the 
“no news is good news” belief, so as long as I keep students happy enough not to 
complain, I don’t have to see anyone. It starts as an odd blessing but eventually 
becomes very disheartening. 

A Perfect Storm
While riding the mental health rollercoaster between a rock and a hard place on 
a deserted island, it’s inevitable that the mental health of adjunct faculty mem-
bers suffers. And we know the mind and body are connected, so when mental 
health suffers, so does physical health. And since some of us haven’t found that 
rich husband yet, we must rely on mediocre health insurance to help put us back 
together long enough to teach a few more classes. But taking care of mental and 
physical health is expensive (even if insurance helps out), so we pick up another 
class or two in order to have the money to see a professional regularly. But that’s 
more stress with more department demands and more students wanting access to 
you, plus more time in the car driving to and from counseling that could be used 
grading or eating or sleeping. 

So, what can we give up? The contracts that give us at least a little bit of in-
come? The therapist and doctor’s appointments that make sure we can function 
somewhat properly? Deciding this while also navigating the system of education 
hiring processes, which is different at each school and in each department, while 
also between contracts navigating the unemployment system, which is not set up 
to support gig workers, while also navigating the healthcare system, all so we can 
work and get our basic needs met? Similar to why students don’t abide by dead-
lines when they have a family crisis, as an adjunct, I could care less if I respond 
to emails fast enough because I’m also in crisis. The adjunct crisis is becoming a 
perfect storm. Give me one reason why it’s worth staying. 

Conclusion/Disclaimer Out of Extreme Guilt
Despite all that I’ve said here, I know somewhere out there positive things are 
happening in higher education. I would not be where I am and who I am today 
without my years in higher education (for better or worse). I have met classmates 
and colleagues who have become like family to me because of the opportunities 
I’ve had in higher education as a student and an employee. However, those pos-
itives are few and far between. The negatives do not outweigh the positives, but 
negatives do outnumber the positives by a landslide. It seems the longer I stay in 
higher education, the fewer positives I experience. Teaching through a pandemic 
has left me with few if any positives. 

Call it burnout, call it trauma, call it whatever you want. There is not enough 
resiliency in the world to withstand the demands higher education is placing on 
adjuncts. With three-quarters of the faculty being contingent, decision makers 
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need to address this crisis or the ivory towers will crumble. And, I will say, shout-
out to those who are full time with secure contracts and benefits. I understand it’s 
not easy, and you are also overworked and underpaid (or at least maybe half of 
you are). Being in education is not easy, but you have job security and a job that 
pays for your healthcare coverage during a pandemic. Your basic needs are met. 

I was lucky enough to have my primary care physician write a note saying I 
couldn’t teach in a classroom during the COVID-19 pandemic due to an ongoing, 
undiagnosed health condition. Without that note, I would have been required to 
be in unsafe work environments or forced to quit. Higher education is abusive 
to those who donate the greatest number of hours and need their jobs the most. 
My hope is that there are no rocks, no hard places, and no deserted islands in the 
future of higher education. But that can only happen sustainably with massive 
changes from the top down. 
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Chapter 9. Unheard Voices and Unseen 
Faces: The Experience of Adjuncts

Nooshan Ashtari and Pamela Minet-Lucid
Independent Scholars 

Let’s think about universities and colleges in the US and the world. What are 
these bastions of knowledge? How are these resources marketed, produced, and 
expressed? According to Junct Rebellion, in the United States, “state universities 
used to be free, or very low-cost; they used to employ full-time faculty,” but today, 
“80% of faculty across the country are hired on ‘adjunct’ contracts, usually lasting 
one semester at a time. Classes are designed and overseen by administrators who 
have never taught. Administrators outnumber both faculty and students on most 
campuses across the U.S. In short, our academic system has been hijacked by 
for-profit business models . . . ” (“About junctrebellion”).

In this system, much of the teaching is accomplished by adjunct professors, 
also referred to as part-time or contingent faculty. Data supports this, and ac-
cording to New Faculty Majority, “75.5 percent of U.S. college faculty are now off 
the tenure track...1.3 out of 1.8 million faculty members.” Furthermore, of that 
contingent faculty, “just over 50% are . . . ‘adjunct,’” which includes minimal wag-
es, no health benefits, and no 403(b) contributions from their employer (“Facts 
about Adjuncts”). This presents a clear injustice and inequality between the full-
time faculty and the adjunct faculty. 

In “The Professional Identity of Adjunct Faculty: Exploratory Study at a Pri-
vate University in the UAE,” Taghreed Ibrahim Masri found through his qualita-
tive study that adjunct faculty are in conflict about their professional selves be-
cause of “being perceived differently by their students, colleagues, administrators 
and themselves. Results also showed that adjuncts are vulnerable, insecure, and 
embarrassed to declare their identity to their students” (16). This is part of the 
adjunct dilemma: maintaining a professional role while feeling like a member of 
the underclass. 

In this chapter, we will walk you through some of these adjuncts’ stories. 
Scholars who wanted to be academics their whole lives, some of whom moved 
to other countries to do so and succeeded extraordinarily well, find that being 
an adjunct absolutely rips them to the soul. It is the insecurity of this job, which 
depends on semester-by-semester hiring, that renders adjuncts disposable in a 
department and causes them to feel like they are unseen. 

Always being treated as disposable pieces in the system is extremely stressful 
and affects mental health, as in the case of the participants in this study. Often 
adjuncts operate completely on their own and do not have an office or much 
contact with full-time faculty; consequently, they are literally unseen in their de-
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partments, although in the classroom they are fully engaged with a passion for 
teaching and a commitment to the field in which they specialize.

The adjuncts’ stories that we weave in this article tell of a desire to participate 
fully, of their love for teaching, of their grit and persistence within the unfortunate 
insecurity of life in a subtle but persistent class system made up of full-time and 
part-time faculty, and of the decision-making power of administrators. Most of 
the time, the voices of adjunct faculty are not heard, and their faces and problems 
are not seen nor addressed. Therefore, our hope is that we provide them, even 
if only minimally, with an opportunity to share their concerns and experiences.

Hearing their Voices, Seeing their Faces
The conditions we have described illustrate why we decided to investigate more 
closely the professional lives and work experiences of seven adjunct professors. 
Andy, David, Francesca, Jesse, Ken, Sylvia, and Zoe are pseudonyms chosen to 
protect the identities of the participants. Collectively, the participants have been 
adjunct professors at various colleges and universities for 10-18 years, and their 
ages range from their 30s to their 70s. 

We chose narrative inquiry as the basis of this qualitative research to examine 
through their own voices and stories these adjuncts’ lived experiences (Connel-
ly and Clandinin 277; Merriam and Tisdell). We triangulated the data by using 
semi-structured interviews, journal entries, and focus groups. We then analyzed 
the collected, recorded, and transcribed data to lead us to the main themes that 
emerged, which we will explore further in the following sections.

Exploitation and Unjust Systems
One of the main themes that emerged from the data was exploitation and unjust 
systems in higher education. Without exception, all the participants expressed 
an incredible amount of passion when talking about teaching and sharing their 
knowledge, even though the work circumstances created for them have been far 
from ideal. Jesse, for instance, discussed the politics that take place behind the 
scenes each semester: “The politics of it all is hard to stomach sometimes because 
these are the people who decide if they have a course for you to teach, these are 
the people who decide if you get a promotion, and these are people who decide 
if you get to be on committees. This is part of the toxic culture of academia, the 
huge conflict of interest.”

While discussing the exploitation experienced by adjuncts, Sylvia mentioned 
that after more than a decade of working as an adjunct faculty, she feels “like a 
shell—over time the system has made me feel like a shell.” Zoe touched upon this 
subject further, adding, “I don’t get paid equally. I don’t know my future, my job 
could disappear any moment, but I still want to do it. There is no end. It is control 
based on your passion. A system that is progressively getting worse.” 
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Similar sentiments were shared by Andy: “It used to be all I cared about, my 
true passion and goal in life, but after more than ten years of not having any kind 
of job security, stability, and having debilitating student loans that keep adding 
interest, I think that pursuing an academic career was one of the worst decisions 
of my life.” This sentiment reveals the unending exploitation of deeply passionate 
and highly qualified experts by unfair treatment in higher education.

Identity Loss and Gains
Identity was also a significant topic when the participants explored their experi-
ences as adjuncts. Francesca talked about the dual nature of her identity that comes 
with the respect and status of being called a professor but ironically being paid less 
than a construction worker. Sylvia examined her identity, expressing that she has 
lost touch with her true self as a teacher: “I feel like a puppet sometimes. I feel like 
being an adjunct for so many years has stolen my enthusiasm and identity.”

Jesse compared being an adjunct with being in a codependent relationship:

There’s a lot of stress as an adjunct faculty member, and we do a 
lot, and that’s kind of like a codependent relationship, where we 
let certain things happen to us because we have to, and we’re at 
the same time part of that relationship, agreeing and consent-
ing to things, but we know it’s not in our best interest. So, you 
stay in this kind of yucky relationship, and we’re just completely 
codependent on each other. It would be nice at some point to 
just erase the codependency and be like, “Hey, you’re a valuable 
part of our community, and we’re going to give you stability, and 
security, and benefits.”

Authenticity and Autonomy
Mass standardization, inflexible curricula, and strict regulations are phenomena 
that have caused the authenticity and autonomy of adjunct faculty members to be 
threatened. Andy likened working as a contingent faculty member to “following 
the rules of the jungle” because of the huge power differences between adjuncts 
and full-time faculty: 

Every now and then, they throw us a bone by inviting us to 
some things, but we never get paid and are not treated equally, 
or as if we matter anyway. In a way, sometimes I feel some of 
the full-time faculty like it this way because the less secure ad-
juncts are in their positions, the more secure and powerful they 
are in their full-time positions. They have less competition and 
more control and power over everything that happens in the 
department.
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 This control and power also translates to what can or cannot be taught during 
class time. With many universities offering multiple sections of the same courses 
each semester, the full power and control over choosing the course content and 
assignments go to the full-time faculty while the part-time faculty are asked to 
follow the materials in detail. Zoe discussed how she tries to be authentic in her 
instruction despite having to use materials and assignments that she would not 
necessarily have chosen herself; she explained she does this by not pretending to 
be somebody else while teaching and by telling students “anecdotes that are rele-
vant and enable transfer through metaphor.” Sylvia also explored her difficulties 
with maintaining her authenticity and autonomy, saying:

I see how following syllabi that I truly don’t feel passionate about 
affects my teaching negatively and how it affects my students’ 
learning negatively. It is also a huge disrespect to the mind and 
soul of a scholar and expert because it technically strips away 
any kind of professionality and individuality of a professor and 
researcher who has spent decades of their lives studying the 
field and working in all aspects of it. 

Life Quality and Mental Health
Perhaps the most devastating aspects of being an adjunct faculty member are the 
negative effects of these uncertain jobs on life quality and mental health. Fran-
cesca talked about the stressful nature of not having consistent paychecks even 
though she is a highly qualified expert in her field, saying, “Being in a low income 
[bracket], you just live day by day. Every time you have a bill coming in, it’s like, 
okay, how am I gonna pay it?” Jessie also highlighted this issue by discussing his 
constant stress, his financial uncertainties, and the fact that as a part-time faculty 
member, there is never a guarantee that courses will be available the following 
semester and, thus, the job can disappear overnight.

For some, such as Andy, the cut goes even deeper: “It has affected me in so 
many ways. I am in my 40s with no job security and no reliable paycheck and a 
mountain of debt and student loans I will never be able to pay back for the rest 
of my life. The way schools treat adjuncts is criminal. I hated every day of it for 
ten years.” David also mentioned that he has not been able to make any concrete 
life plans, such as pursuing marriage and building a family, due to the unsettled 
nature of his part-time teaching jobs. 

Furthermore, Sylvia discussed that the way she has been treated by full-time 
faculty members and administrators over the years has had long-term effects on 
her mental health by contributing to her anxiety and depression. When recalling 
an incident that involved having her fully enrolled courses abruptly taken away a 
few days before the beginning of a new semester because of low enrollment in the 
full-time faculty’s sections, she elaborated:
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When I complained, the first thing they told me was, “You were 
never going to become full-time anyway,” which was the most 
condescending and irrelevant response they could possibly give. 
My complaint wasn’t anything about becoming full-time. It was 
about not putting another fellow human in such a horrible situ-
ation with no warning, when now they are jobless with no pos-
sibility to look for other courses by that time of the semester. 
Even more than being professionals, which they weren’t, for me 
it was about being decent humans, and the whole experience 
affected me to the extent that now even years later I can’t trust 
any of my colleagues.

Future Possibilities or Lack Thereof

Some areas of study and expertise, such as engineering, law, and medicine, might 
have other options for adjunct faculty to pursue; however, other fields are not as 
fortunate. Andy highlighted this point by saying, “In my field of humanities, there 
are not that many options with a Ph.D. There are very limited opportunities for us 
outside of academia.” Sylvia also echoes similar concerns: “Most of the time I am 
overqualified for the jobs that I could have easily taken with a B.A. or M.A., and 
even if I take them, I would still not be able to pay the huge amount of debt that 
was accumulated getting a useless terminal degree.”

For some others participants who have jobs with more security, the horizons 
are brighter. For Ken, who is a school administrator as his main career, being an 
adjunct is a way to keep in touch with university students. However, Ken still rec-
ognizes that if he did not have his full-time job, the adjunct position would not be 
sufficient to maintain his normal lifestyle. He explains, “For the amount of money 
you receive, it is not like my real work as a school administrator. Yet coming in 
contact with wonderful students that have varied backgrounds, who also want to 
make a difference in the lives of children, is rewarding in and of itself.” 

Zoe also emphasizes that the best way to hold an adjunct or part time posi-
tion is if a person has another source of support: “If you have another source of 
income, if you have a partner who is willing to support or share in the financial 
responsibilities, yes. But if you are a person without a partner, and you might have 
other people to take care of, whether it’s a child, whether it’s an adult who can’t 
work for themselves, whether it’s an elderly person, being an adjunct is absolutely 
impossible.” 

Overall, none of the participants could have survived in today’s economy by 
solely relying on adjunct positions. The lack of possibilities, hope, and motivation 
that the limitations of the adjunct system impose in turn lowers the quality of 
educational systems, with more professors and true educators leaving the field 
because of the broken system that does not support its own members. 
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Discussion and Possible Solutions

Throughout this chapter, we aimed to pull the curtains so the faces and stories 
of adjunct professors, some of whom have devoted decades of their lives to their 
professional careers, could be seen and their voices could be heard: faces and 
voices that unfortunately the unjust systems of exploitation in higher education 
have chosen to ignore, silence, and hide by their lack of actions, care, and support. 
The common thread among all the stories was a narration of lives and work done 
out of passion and devotion, which have gone unappreciated and underpaid by 
those in charge of making decisions.

As documented in this chapter, the situation for adjuncts is grim not only 
financially but also in terms of identity and agency. Primarily, what can be seen 
in this systemic relationship is a lack of agency on the part of adjuncts. Why is 
this important? Because as Albert Bandura attests, “the capacity to exercise con-
trol over the nature and quality of one’s life is the essence of humanness” (1), and 
having this capacity is having agency. Lacking this agency is de facto reducing the 
humanness of an adjunct professor. Bandura refers to the “nature and quality” of 
life. In the stories told by the participants, one can feel the lack of control over 
their own agency in their teaching, in their choices of syllabi, in their teaching 
materials, in their very plans for their daily or weekly classes. 

Additionally, all the adjuncts interviewed for this study felt a lack of agency in 
terms of being able to advocate for themselves, being able to fully participate in 
departments, and being able to have a sense of control over their own futures. In 
the interviews with the participants, an extreme tension was exhibited between 
the desire to teach and the actual situation of teaching as a part-time faculty 
member in a university or college setting. This tension can be seen as a type of ex-
ploitation based on desire, where the desire to teach is manipulated by sovereign 
power, to use Foucault’s term (Fendler 43), a hierarchical power that has control 
over the lives of the participants, in this case, adjunct faculty. 

The hope of this chapter is that by bringing these stories to light, more doors 
will open for communication and transparency among the administrators and the 
full-time faculty in higher education to address the discrepancies that exist in hiring 
and treating the part-time faculty. Administrators and full-time faculty members 
need to see and acknowledge the selfless efforts, dedicated time, and shared person-
al resources adjuncts put on the line day in and day out of their professional lives 
with no expectations other than the hope to one day be treated fairly and equally. 

The foundation of equality, community, knowledge, and justice that higher 
education was once built upon and promised to offer its members is absent for 
adjuncts, who now do the majority of teaching in higher education. Unfortunate-
ly, higher education seems to have moved into a business model, which puts cost 
above human treatment.

Is there a solution? Is there an end to this inequity? We’d like to provide some 
suggestions to administrators and other stakeholders in the university/college 
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system on priorities for fixing this situation. The first suggestion has to do with 
the financial insecurity—a living wage with security is essential, and its lack was 
one of the major causes of stress for the participants. Course pay and payment for 
preparation time for adjuncts should be equal with what is provided for the full-
time faculty, and if there is curriculum work, there should be remuneration for 
serving on committees or attending meetings. We advocate for equal remunera-
tion for equal load. Administrators also need to have empathy and understanding 
in order for them to initiate some change. 

One way to get to this point could be through workshops and by providing in-
formation to increase the emotional intelligence (Goleman) of the administrators 
and faculty who affect the lives of adjuncts. Increased valuing and development 
of emotional intelligence would lead to increased empathy towards the adjuncts’ 
experience and the stress that they face. 

A comprehensive review of the adjunct faculty situation should also be ac-
complished across structural, political, human resource, and symbolic frames 
(Bolman and Deal 236) of the organization. As Lee G. Bolman and Terrence E. 
Deal explain, in the symbolic frame, “myth and symbols help humans make sense 
of the chaotic, ambiguous world in which they live” (354). In the symbolic theater 
piece of adjunct life, adjuncts perform perfectly in their classrooms where they 
pretend to be fully integrated and valued members of the community in which 
they teach. To illustrate, one of the participants spoke of being a “puppet.” To 
develop identity, there should be greater inclusion of adjunct faculty members 
in retreats, committees, and projects. Yet, this inclusion needs to be equal and 
remunerated, not the typical situation of the adjunct being unpaid and powerless 
to say no in order to keep their job. 

Furthermore, on the systemic level, more full-time positions should be 
opened. Adjunct faculty members should be able to fill them, or if additional 
classes become available, the existing adjunct faculty members should fill them. 
A system overhaul is needed wherein the reliance on disposable contingent fac-
ulty is replaced by equitable hiring practices. In “There is No Such Thing as an 
Adjunct Professor,” Junct Rebellion explores the language used around adjuncts: 

The label “adjunct” was applied to us by those who sought to 
deprofessionalize the role of the scholar, both on the campus 
and in the country. . . . The word means “supplemental, not es-
sential.” . . . There is nothing “adjunct” about the role we play, 
and nothing supplemental to our responsibilities and role in 
fulfilling any mission dedicated to the pursuit of higher learn-
ing. . . . There is no such thing as an “adjunct” professor. We are 
essential.

Our hope is that by revealing the faces and unmuting the voices of the adjunct 
participants who shared with us, an increased awareness of their exploitation, 
stress, and identity, will lead to a ripple of change in the system. Telling the par-
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ticipants’ personal stories can influence movement toward emergent strategies 
for change, “co-creating in the future more options for working with each other 
and embodying the things we fight for—dignity, collective power, love, genera-
tive conflict, and community” (Brown 9). This movement is fed by the deepened 
knowledge provided by narrative inquiry. We hope that these stories will contrib-
ute to a change in the treatment of adjunct faculty. 
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Chapter 10. Ignorance Is Bliss

Ann Wiley 
Independent Scholar

Let me preface this by saying, I could lose my jobs for writing this 
chapter.

– Ann Wiley

When an institution silences the voices of almost 50 percent of its faculty, even 
well-intentioned individuals will unknowingly create an uncomfortable work 
environment. There is a danger in dehumanizing and excluding adjuncts from 
conversations that ultimately affect the quality and integrity of higher education. 
This chapter explores the seemingly blissful ignorance in higher education deci-
sion-making that results from an absence of adjunct perspectives, and it explores 
this tendency from three different, yet overlapping, views: students, full-time fac-
ulty, and administration. 

View 1: Student Awareness
What do college students really know about the differences between the full-
time and part-time faculty, and how does it ultimately affect their course se-
lection and cost of education? The secret has been out for a while now: “Both 
two-year and four-year colleges are particularly heavily reliant on short-term 
non-tenure instructors, which comprise 75 percent of all faculty in two-year col-
leges and 39 percent of all faculty in four-year colleges” (Ran and Xu 42). This 
decades-long trend in higher education has led to a rise in adjunct unionization 
across the country, drawing more attention to the poor working conditions and 
making more students aware of the volatile nature of many of their professors’ 
employment. With this knowledge, many students now have leverage over their 
own mentors.

With over 13 years of experience as an adjunct instructor, I was curious about 
undergraduate students’ perceptions and understandings of their part-time pro-
fessors. In a recent casual interview, an undergraduate student currently attending 
the University of Pittsburgh who prefers to remain anonymous told me, “Across 
the various departments, students will typically take elective courses, which are 
often taught by adjunct professors. Students usually suspect these classes to be 
easier, but they are frequently surprised when they realize the courses require just 
as much work as any non-elective course.”1

1.  Interview. Conducted by Ann Wiley, 26 Sept 2021.
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After hearing this comment, I asked another student, unaffiliated with the first, 
who currently attends a private four-year college in another state about the percep-
tions of adjuncts at their school, and to my surprise and disappointment, their re-
sponse was quite similar. My head was reeling with questions and concerns for the 
future of higher education. When students lose respect for their professors and try 
to cheat the system, doesn’t this pose a major risk to the quality of higher education? 

According to a study conducted in 2017 by the Center for Analysis of Postsec-
ondary Education and Employment, 

students on average received higher grades when taking cours-
es with short-term non-tenure faculty, lower grades when tak-
ing courses with long-term non-tenure faculty, and even lower 
grades when taking courses with tenure faculty. In contrast to 
the positive results associated with contemporaneous course 
performance, however, both types of non-tenure instructors 
are negatively associated with students’ subsequent course en-
rollment and performance, and taking courses taught by short-
term non-tenure faculty is associated with the largest negative 
effects. (Ran and Xu 5)

Much to my dismay, the student rumors are often true about taking easier courses 
taught by adjuncts. As an adjunct myself who takes pride in my student out-
comes, this is disheartening. According to this study, if students take introducto-
ry courses with adjuncts, they are more likely to get a better grade; however, they 
may not realize that they are also more likely to do worse in subsequent courses. 

The strain and lack of support for contingent faculty who are employed on 
a temporary basis and have little to no job security may cause the reduction in 
the difficulty of course content or the relaxing of grading criteria to achieve bet-
ter student evaluations. Whether an adjunct’s semester-to-semester contract is 
renewed is often linked to the results of their student evaluations. In addition, 
adjuncts often are paid only for their time in the classroom, so any additional 
workload of course preparation and grading is unpaid labor. When part-time 
professors take on multiple classes at multiple institutions to make a living wage, 
the logistics of hours spent on classroom preparation must be divided up among 
multiple places of employment. There are only so many hours in the day. 

Often adjuncts are hired for courses the same week that classes start with 
little to no paid preparation time. I was hired only a few days before the start of 
classes to teach two sections of a course I had never taught before. The full-time 
professor who normally taught the course was reluctant to share their instruction 
materials even though I was doing them a favor. I was expected to teach each 
section for $1,800 total, before taxes, for the entire semester—at the drop of a hat. 
Pregnant at the time and commuting between two different schools, I put 10,000 
miles on my car that semester. I even took an extra change of clothes to shower in 
between classes at one of the school gyms. 
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Fortunately, I was able to time both of my pregnancies for the end of the spring 
semester, so I didn’t miss out on much pay, could recover over the summer, and 
could return to teach in the fall without losing my jobs. There is currently no job 
protection, let alone maternity leave, for female adjuncts who get pregnant at any of 
the schools where I have taught. To top it all off, my husband and I at the time were 
both contract workers and could not afford insurance, so we were also preparing to 
go into debt for the cost of childbirth. This type of treatment doesn’t seem to match 
the new equity initiatives that my places of employment are touting. 

With these working conditions stacked against me, how fair is it to compare my 
quality of teaching to that of a full-time professor? I rarely shared this story out of 
pride and for fear that I could lose my job if my truths showed up in a student evalu-
ation. I have always felt that revealing to students how little I am respected will only 
lead to an even larger amount of exploitation. When students know how little their 
school values many of their adjunct professors, then they have leverage over many 
of their professors. Students may feel they have the upper hand in these situations, 
but the system is also cheating many of them in the long run. 

Adjunct professors often have qualifications equal to or sometimes higher 
than full-time professors, and many adjunct professors work at multiple institu-
tions in the same region at the same time. In 2010, the Affordable Care Act pro-
vided an opportunity for many adjuncts along with other Americans who were 
not provided access to insurance through their employers to obtain a healthcare 
plan. In this way, it was helpful, but in other ways, it made the life of many ad-
juncts even more challenging because it ended up dispersing their labor among 
campuses. Schools placed a limit on the workload of part-time instructors to 
avoid the mandate to provide healthcare benefits (Bachinger). 

With this change, adjuncts who taught five courses at one school were now only 
able to teach two or three and therefore had to pick up classes at other campuses. 
Postsecondary schools in the same region share from the same pool of adjuncts. 
There is nothing stopping an undergraduate student from taking an identical course 
taught by the same professor at a community college for a fraction of the cost of the 
nearby four-year private university. Of course, the credits would have to transfer, 
but many neighboring schools often have articulation agreements to ensure an easy 
transfer. With a little research, students could save themselves a lot of money while 
still completing their degree at a preferred institution. 

View 2: Full-Time Allies with Strings Attached

With these adjuncts, it’s like hiring a pulse.
– Anonymous Full-Time Professor

Full-time faculty members are often unintentionally insensitive to the situation 
of adjuncts due to the exclusion of adjunct representation in higher education. 
When adjuncts are not compensated for attending and therefore excluded from 
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department meetings and the decisions made in them, full-time professors are 
more inclined to pile on more workload for them, pass stressors onto them, and 
dehumanize their experience. Even more disturbingly, the higher education sys-
tem encourages adjunct faculty members to remain silent for fear that speaking 
up, even when it is critical to do so, may cause retribution. This section includes 
specific examples from a variety of adjunct experiences of full-time faculty mem-
bers inflicting microaggressions, scheduling conflicts, workload-exceeding con-
tracts, and pedagogical research thefts, all of which create an unprofessional work 
environment for adjunct faculty.

Decisions made by the full-time faculty that directly impact the working 
conditions of adjuncts often intentionally dismiss or unintentionally exclude the 
adjunct perspective. Adjuncts are rarely invited or compensated to attend depart-
ment meetings in which they have little to no governance power anyway. In the 
rare event part-time faculty members are asked for their input, they often remain 
silent or gloss over their true opinions to prevent any form of discontent among 
their employers. 

For example, at one institution, I was asked to attend a meeting led by two full-
time faculty members on how the methods and content of the course I was teaching 
were to be changed. Of the five people in the meeting, the two full-time professors, 
who had never taught the course, were instructing the three adjuncts, who had de-
cades of combined experience, on how to teach the course. Although on the surface 
the full-time faculty members appeared to be asking for candid feedback, it was 
obvious they just wanted reinforcement of a decision they had already made. What 
should have been collaborative research among colleagues resulted in an uncom-
fortable, disconnected, dismissive work environment. Extreme power differences 
between the full-time faculty and contractual professors can disturb and inhibit 
work relationships and, consequently, undermine organizational effectiveness. 

Even in these unfavorable conditions, adjuncts are expected to continue their 
own research to stay relevant in their field with little to no support to do so. A 
colleague of mine, who wants to remain anonymous for fear of retaliation, was 
given the “opportunity” to develop an online course. They had been an adjunct 
for several years and jumped on this practically unpaid opportunity in hopes that 
it would lead to something more (as many adjuncts do in hopes that hard work 
will lead to a full-time position that rarely comes to fruition). At this school, there 
was little to no compensation for building online courses and no guarantee of 
teaching the very course you invested time to develop. 

After a summer of unpaid workshops and hundreds of hours spent design-
ing and redesigning the course, my colleague was instructed over private texts to 
send the full-time professor the new and improved course for review. The adjunct 
complied to their superior’s request only to discover later that the full-time pro-
fessor directly copied the course materials into their own section’s online portal to 
teach that semester. It turns out that the full-time professor was supposed to devel-
op their own course over the summer but instead decided to steal my colleague’s 
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homework because they were too busy to do their own. Personal images from the 
adjunct’s family had even remained in the copied stolen course! As if that weren’t 
enough, the full-time professor went on to accept an award for the class based on 
their adaptable teaching skills moving content to an online platform. 

My colleague filed an official complaint with the dean, which ultimately result-
ed in no punishment for the abuse of power and plagiarized material. My fellow ad-
junct was expected to continue to teach and just forget about this irreparable event. 
Even when adjunct voices are heard, they can be buried and threatened into sub-
mission. Voices that are silenced are no different than voices that were never heard. 

When adjunct voices are nonexistent in scheduling changes that will directly 
impact their working conditions, the logistics of their experience often get lost on 
paper. The basic needs of adjuncts at a school where I teach were not considered 
when making a major course scheduling change. To accommodate enrollment in-
creases, the department added more sections of courses by decreasing the times 
between sections down to merely ten minutes. On paper, this solved the enrollment 
problem by allowing another section of studio classes to take place in the room 
while also providing students with more enrollment options. Nobody thought or 
cared to ask how this would affect the adjuncts who would be teaching these back-
to-back, 2-hour-40-minute courses with only a ten-minute break between them. 

In ten whole minutes, I answer questions after class, use the restroom, go to my 
car (because during the pandemic we cannot eat in the building unless we have an 
office), remove my mask, sanitize my hands, eat lunch, put on my mask, rush to the 
room, and prepare for my next class to begin. Let me mention that I do not have 
keys to the room, so each day while sitting in my car, I have anxiety about leaving 
my personal laptop and other equipment in the unlocked, unattended room.

When I started working at this university, there was a designated adjunct office 
that required ID access that could be used to meet with students, eat lunch, or just 
store personal items. It contained a desktop computer that could be used to check 
email and shelves each adjunct could label with their name; on mine I kept my ref-
erence textbooks, copies of handouts, a mug for tea or coffee, and a reusable plate 
and fork for lunch. With each passing year, the room filled up with the department’s 
supplies, and eventually the computer was removed. Then one fall, I returned to 
discover the room had been turned into a storage closet, and my teaching materials 
and personal items were gone. 

When I asked for my books, I was told that they would be replaced if I needed 
them. I searched and found them on the bottom of a cart waiting to be thrown 
away. This seemingly simple act of reorganizing the workspace for the full-time fac-
ulty had inadvertently taken away the one small space that provided me security for 
my belongings and made me feel included as a faculty member. Nobody even gave 
it a thought. Why would they? How can you be aware of issues that may arise with 
adjuncts if there is no platform where they can share such issues prior to changes? 

I love teaching and have applied to the two full-time positions that have 
opened in my region over the past 13 years without success. Full-time positions 
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have become rare, as universities replace full-time openings with multiple part-
time positions to save money, thus perpetuating this vicious cycle of mistreat-
ment. Most of my highly skilled adjunct professor colleagues have left higher 
education to teach at high schools or to take jobs in completely unrelated fields. 
I have a close friend who held the chair position in her department and just left 
to teach high school part time to escape the stressors of how unethical her higher 
ed job had become. Prior to her leaving, her department had been pared down to 
the bare minimum of only two full-time faculty members, including herself, to 
run the entire department comprised mostly of underpaid, overworked adjuncts. 

Many full-time professors are allies to adjuncts, but that doesn’t take away the 
imbalance of governance in the workplace. As Fernando Bartolomé and André 
Laurent explain, “Managers who worry excessively about offending their bosses 
are much less likely to defend subordinates when higher-ups deal unfairly with 
them.” In turn, they note, “When subordinates sense that the boss won’t defend 
them against unfairness, their morale will plummet, and they will withdraw com-
mitment to the job.” This lack of representation for adjuncts in higher education can 
cause ripple effects to job performance, morale, and devotion to one’s workplace. 

I want to believe that the full-time faculty don’t realize what they are doing 
when they make these decisions, but the reality is that intentions don’t matter 
when the outcome is the same. If adjuncts only have ten minutes between class-
es to talk to their full-time colleagues, there is even less time to hear any issues 
that may arise. There is no time to put a human experience to their name. It can 
be easier for the full-time faculty to ignore the enrollment caps on courses and 
not fight for equity when adjuncts aren’t seen as colleagues but as “work horses,” 
which is how a fellow adjunct once overheard a full-time professor refer to their 
part-time faculty colleagues. 

View 3: Ivory Tower Syndrome
Administrators often rely on information supplied to them through the chain of 
command. When the bottom of the chain stops at the full-time faculty, then ad-
junct faculty feedback is nonexistent in the eyes of administrators. When a large 
percentage of adjunct faculty remain silent or gloss over their experience for fear 
of losing their job, the full-time faculty relay biases and skewed or missing in-
formation about adjunct positions. “In the business world,” notes Mark Graybill, 
Ivory Tower Syndrome “means less-competitive products that cost too much to 
produce and ultimately risking company survival.” Higher education appears to 
be participating in this same self-destructive behavior—possibly without even 
realizing it. This section addresses situations that could be damaging for schools 
due to the missing link at the end of the chain of command. 

The 2014 documentary Ivory Tower “reveals how colleges in the United States, 
long regarded as leaders in higher education, came to embrace a business mod-
el that often promotes expansion over quality learning” (Rossi). This semester, 
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my union representative informed me that an adjunct from another school was 
teaching 20 courses in one semester. To put that in perspective, a full course load 
in a semester is typically three to five courses. How is it possible to dedicate the 
time needed to provide excellent instruction when stretched so thin?

When one is hired as an adjunct, there is no official connection between the 
employer and the other schools of employment. There is nothing stopping adjuncts 
from teaching unlimited online courses at as many different schools as desired. Due 
to lack of communication among employers, the fear of getting caught diminishes 
because loss of one job will not affect employment at another. Misconduct could be 
running rampant in higher education, but nobody would know. Employees work-
ing in such a disconnected system have started to exploit the system in which they 
are being exploited. When part-time faculty members are given little respect or 
connection to their places of employment, then the same may be reciprocated. 

According to Andrew J. Magda, Russell Poulin, and David L. Clinefelter, au-
thors of a report on the 2015 surveys jointly conducted by The Learning House, 
Inc. and the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education Cooperative 
for Educational Technologies (WCET), “one out of 11 institutions do not require 
any essential training for online faculty” (18), including adjunct faculty. In ad-
dition, Magda and his coauthors found there is little consistency in the hiring 
process of online adjuncts; some schools used decentralized systems, some cen-
tralized, and some a combination of the two (11), making some departments 
completely disconnected from hiring the faculty who will teach online program 
courses. In addition, they noted “approximately half of the institutions . . . sur-
veyed [did] not have written requirements regarding adjunct faculty members’ 
responsiveness to student communication and grading” (22). 

At one place of employment, I developed an online course that eventually 
would come to be taught by other instructors. These instructors were hired by 
the online learning department, which had no background in the field of study 
and no ties to the department in which I taught the course originally. How could 
the online learning department ensure proficiency in teaching course content or 
in achieving outcomes when evaluating these instructors? There was little over-
sight of teaching except for student evaluations. Many students do not complain 
when passing with high grades. If institutions hire just anyone with a pulse who 
can facilitate a course and have no connection between employers, then how can 
adjuncts prevent themselves from being exploited by this type of system with 
such a large percentage of faculty as underpaid and disconnected to their place 
of employment? When schools take on more of a business model, then they are 
more concerned with money than the quality of product. 

For many institutions across the country, unionization is providing repre-
sentation and some improved working conditions for adjuncts. However, many 
schools pay top lawyers to prevent union effectiveness. Unions do not appear to 
be a permanent solution. I am currently on the bargaining committee for the new 
contract at one of my places of employment. We are fighting for compensation 
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for required training and online course development, both of which currently 
require unpaid labor. 

The truth of how little we can accomplish with maximum effort is demoral-
izing and exhausting. The truth of the matter is that compensation for part-time 
instructors should be comparable in hourly earnings to that of similarly expe-
rienced full-time faculty members. Innovative contracts for part-time faculty 
members could benefit the schools and the students by providing the support and 
collegial community so greatly desired by many part-time adjuncts. The current 
system appears to be unsustainable. Students deserve better, especially with how 
expensive post-secondary education has become.

How did higher education get to this place of manipulation and disrespect for 
over 50 percent of the professionals who are providing the product that post-sec-
ondary schools are selling? Wouldn’t it make sense for schools to hire more full-
time faculty members to provide a secure work environment for all faculty to 
thrive and for students to be able to connect with their mentors on a sustained 
basis? When faculty members feel they easily could be replaced, it is much harder 
for them to remain committed and take pride in their place(s) of employment. If 
colleges want to approach education like a business, then they should implement 
long-term business strategies for success from the bottom up. 
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Part III. Knee-Deep in the 
Trenches/What Now?

Part III is for those in the thick of it. Advice comes in from variety of sourc-
es (part-time faculty members, full-time faculty members, administrators, and 
chairs) from various institutions and locales across the United States. But they 
all have one question in common: What do we do now? The answer, obviously, 
varies from school to school and also location to location. It’s one thing to gather 
up the pitchforks and strike at a unionized institution in the North, but what 
about those toiling in private colleges in the South? If anything is clear, it is that 
the present-day hiring trend is not sustainable. 

• In “This Is What Solidarity Looks Like: A Model of Thick Solidarity at the 
University of Illinois,” Andrew Bowman, A. Kay Emmert, Shawn Gilmore, 
and Bruce Kovanen detail their successful efforts to improve the lives of 
contingent faculty members on their campus, the University of Illinois 
Urbana-Champaign (UIUC), with the help of the Graduate Employees’ 
Organization (GEO) and the Non-Tenure Faculty Coalition (NTFC). 

• Likewise, Katie Rieger and Sarah Lonelodge share the struggles many 
young academics face when wading through the glutted job market (“food 
and housing insecurities, . . . [going] without medicines and treatments, 
or . . . [creating] online fundraisers to make ends meet—all while work-
ing for top-tier universities with multimillion dollar budgets and all while 
engaging in the same teaching load as full-time faculty members”). Their 
activist agenda presents possibilities for change. 

• Anne Balay, author of Steel Closets: Voices of Gay, Lesbian, and Transgen-
der Steelworkers (2014) and Semi Queer: Inside the World of Gay, Trans, 
and Black Truck Drivers (2018), earned her Ph.D. in English, but she never 
found stable academic work. As a lifetime adjunct and now an organizer, 
her chapter discusses how she advocates for and organizes adjunct faculty 
members for SEIU Local 1 in St. Louis, Missouri. She notes that she once 
worked as an automobile mechanic and that the sense of camaraderie she 
experienced in that role is missing in work of an adjunct.

• In “Alternative to Nothing: Rejecting ‘Alt-Ac’ Success Stories and Ac-
knowledging Failure,” Daniel S. Brown decries the current system of ac-
ademics earning doctoral degrees when there are not enough (good) po-
sitions in the field, a phenomenon that runs rampant in the liberal arts 
and humanities. He advocates accepting fewer graduate students, ceasing 
the exploitation of contingent faculty, and forgiving existing student loan 
debt.

• Jennifer K. Johnson and Nicole Warwick, full-time lecturers in the writing 
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program at the University of California, Santa Barbara, stress the impor-
tance of cultivating sustainable faculty lines with no end date associated 
with them. They see this development as necessary in order to retain and 
support faculty for the long haul. 

• In “From Being One to Hiring One: Both Sides of the Adjunct Phenom-
enon in Higher Education,” Kimberly M. Miller and Joanna Whetstone 
detail their journeys from adjuncts to their positions as chairs of their 
respective English departments. They highlight the dos and don’ts they 
would have liked to follow as administrators, given the chance to choose 
this path all over again, and they share advice with contingent employees 
looking for options. 

• Finally, Devan Bissonette, who once taught as many as 13 classes at a time 
to make ends meet, discusses ways contingent faculty can empower them-
selves within a system that eats its young, including exploring everything 
from asynchronous learning and pre-packaged courses to strikes and 
walkouts. He contends that when adjuncts know their worth and power 
in numbers, they are a force of nature to be reckoned with in academia.

Individually and collectively, these narratives show that while the horizon is 
not so cheery at the moment, the contingent faculty are now the new faculty 
majority. Power in numbers is a noted value here, but one must never forget the 
precarious nature of not being protected. Therefore, it is imperative that those in 
positions of so-called power (tenured faculty members, chairs, and administra-
tors) become allies and advocate right alongside the adjuncts.
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Chapter 11. This is What Solidarity 
Looks Like: A Model of Thick Solidarity 

at the University of Illinois

Andrew Bowman, A. Kay Emmert,  
Shawn Gilmore, and Bruce Kovanen

University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign

In “Intergroup Solidarity and Collaboration in Higher Education Organizing and 
Bargaining in the United States,” Daniel Scott and Adrianna J. Kezar argue for the 
importance of intergroup solidarity and collaboration between academic labor 
unions to resist neoliberal market logics. They call on academic worker unions to 
“identify, document, and make visible these common interests—increasing job 
insecurity, outsourcing, reduction or stagnation in wages, eradication of bene-
fits,” to build “intergroup solidarity and collaboration,” and to “devise more com-
plex strategies involving members from multiple different positions” in order to 
take control from administrators who “are transforming higher education into an 
unrecognizable enterprise focused on generating profit rather than ensuring the 
public good” (Scott and Kezar 120). 

On our campus, the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign (UIUC), the 
Graduate Employees’ Organization (GEO) and the Non-Tenure Faculty Coalition 
(NTFC) have worked over several years to build and maintain solidarity across 
our unions while challenging the corporatization of higher education, fighting 
the rampant abuse of academic labor, and building a university worthy of us, our 
work, and our students.

Following are stories of how GEO and NTFC worked together on our campus 
and, in so doing, further developed capacities for what Roseann Liu and Savan-
nah Shange call “thick solidarity,” which is “based on a radical belief in the inher-
ent value of each other’s lives despite not being able to fully understand or fully 
share in the experience of those lives” (190). As our stories demonstrate, working 
together isn’t always an easy process. Our unions have different goals and differ-
ent resources. Thick solidarity is a messy process, but potential complications 
should not scare off potential academic employees from organizing widely on 
their campuses. 

In fact, these complications foster “a thickness that can withstand the tension 
of critique, the pulling back and forth between that which we owe and that which 
we share” (Liu and Shange 196). By acknowledging—rather than pasting over—
our differences, GEO and NTFC have built a strong collaborative connection that 
has led to power on our campus.

https://doi.org/10.37514/PRA-B.2022.1589.2.11
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Disruption is Loud—And Silent
A video was taken of the interior of the UIUC English Building during the 
NTFC strike of 2016. It was taken at 8:30 in the morning on a Wednesday in 
April. In the video, you walk down a double-wide hallway with white industrial 
tiles. The camera pans right and left, revealing classroom doors swung wide 
open. No one is inside. No students, no instructors, no administrators. Not 
even you. You float disembodied through the four-story building where the 
only sound is the echoing footsteps of the unseen person recording this video. 
As non-tenure-track faculty members cancel their classes, graduate employees 
cancel or move their own off site. 

As you draw near the double doors that lead to the outside, a sound emerg-
es. You hear them. The chanting of hundreds of voices grows louder as you 
step out of the red brick and white stone building topped with twin low-rising 
domes and pineapple spires that is the English Building on the UIUC campus. 
The call of “NT” and response of “FC” can be heard from blocks away all day. 
The silence of the empty classrooms and offices behind you will be heard for 
years into a future through halls permanently affected by labor actions. These 
are the dual sounds of disruption that would not have been possible without the 
solidarity of other groups on campus like GEO.

NTFC went on strike twice in April 2016, an action that followed state ed-
ucational labor board certification in 2014, more than a year of negotiations 
toward the union’s first collective-bargaining agreement, and various forms of 
escalation in the months preceding.1 Leading up to and during the strike days, 
a key form NTFC’s activity took was occupation of the chancellor’s, provost’s, 
and president’s offices. Staging a few protestors in administrative spaces forces 
administrators and those with business in the building to walk past evidence of 
unrest on their way to their administrative tasks. 

Injecting these issues into spaces often devoid of them thus serves both the 
direct purpose of agitation while also troubling the easy separation of union 
concerns and “official” business. NTFC has extended this practice, targeting 
key phone lines and email accounts. In a single afternoon, the provost’s phone 
lines became unavailable as NTFC members and their supporters flooded 
the system with a high volume of calls in a short time span. These strategies 
have been employed by both NTFC and GEO successfully. The goal was not 
to break the system but to inject union priorities into the ordinary flow of the 
administration’s day, keeping them from shunting union issues to a far-flung 
corner of campus or to a windowless conference room buried within human 
resources. 

1.  For an account of NTFC’s formation, see Shawn Gilmore’s “Forming a Union: The 
Non-Tenure Faculty Coalition, Local 6546 at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign.”
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Always Be Sharing
So much of the work necessary to win labor disputes is mostly invisible, the qui-
et sharing of resources, knowledge, and strategy behind the more explosive dis-
plays. At UIUC, both NTFC and GEO have high turnover rates, and with con-
tract negotiations spaced out over three, four, or five years, many of the people 
who had developed a healthy rapport with administrators, even in an adversarial 
setting, had moved on, taking with them much of the knowledge about what 
works and doesn’t in negotiations and in collective action. By the time GEO was 
ready to strike in 2018, there was no one left in the organization with institutional 
knowledge of the group’s previous strike strategies. GEO had not been on strike 
since 2009, and almost all the members from that time had graduated and left 
the union. 

Fortunately, GEO could rely on the experience of its union family members in 
NTFC. Two GEO members who had participated in the 2009 strike had graduat-
ed, been hired as contingent faculty members, helped form NTFC, and brought 
with them many of the strategies that were then used in NTFC’s 2016 strike. 
Christina De Angelo, NTFC strike captain, developed a strike manual based on 
advice from affiliate organizations like AFT and IFT, months of assessing the best 
locations for action, and lessons learned as a GEO member while on strike in 
2009. 

With membership at 37 percent and only 40 days to plan a strike that normal-
ly takes months to prepare for, GEO gained a swift understanding from NTFC 
of both where and how to picket, protest, and occupy. For example, while NTFC 
focused on shutting down the English Building during their strike, because of 
GEO’s larger size, they were able to build on NTFC’s plan for picketing the En-
glish department by shutting down buildings across the entire main quad. When 
it came time for the GEO strike, NTFC donated to the GEO strike fund, which 
reimbursed GEO members for their lost wages, and supported the GEO by mov-
ing classes out of picketed buildings and joining picket lines just as GEO mem-
bers had done in 2016 for NTFC. What NTFC brought to this collaboration in 
the 2016 and 2018 strikes was the institutional knowledge of strategy and plan-
ning that is necessary when organizing a group of employees who may be slow to 
awaken but sturdy in the face of adversity. 

Not only were some of NTFC’s officers former GEO members, but the unions 
held offices in the same non-university building, an easy walk from the west side 
of the UIUC quadrangle and the main sites of the pickets. The physical proximity 
of the offices, as well as the easy access to each groups’ people, materials, and 
planning spaces, meant that neither NTFC nor GEO had to go it alone but instead 
could rely on a variety of interlinked support mechanisms between the unions, 
which, in turn, helped NTFC and GEO coordinate with other labor groups. In 
practical terms, this interlinking involved sharing the effort of physically attach-
ing signs to sticks and sharing space for the storage for signs, water-cooler drums, 
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megaphones, rain gear, and the like, and it also meant sharing a central location 
to hold sensitive information and the numerous meetings necessary for every 
next step of escalation to and through strike days. The union members shared 
meals together, shared in the aches of mobilizing in the rain and snow, and pro-
cessed the successes and failures together.

Since both unions negotiated against the same employer, and often the same 
individuals, the unions were able to compare notes not only on strategies but also 
on inconsistencies. Sometimes employers will use an excuse against one group, 
then completely reverse course against another. NTFC’s lead negotiator, A. Kay 
Emmert, one of the authors of this chapter, had recently spent two years bargain-
ing with the same employer representatives that GEO would be facing in 2018. 
The unions were able to share bargaining strategies, information about what did 
and didn’t work to get the other side to move on their position, and personality 
assessments of the exact people they would be bargaining against. 

The unions knew what would push administrators’ buttons, what would catch 
them off guard, or put them at ease. NTFC and GEO were able to share advice 
about clarity of message and the building of your negotiator’s reputation so that 
when the administration was given an out before escalation, they would believe 
the negotiator, and when the administration was delivered with an intention to 
strike, they believed that, too. The unions shared strategies over the theatrics of 
bargaining on the record, the advisability of alternative side-bar approaches that 
would allow both sides to talk more candidly, and how to respond when the oth-
er side tried to take advantage of being off the record. In comparing notes, the 
unions were able to identify how UIUC treated the two groups differently and 
how the power dynamic changed based on how the members of the two unions 
were perceived.

Respect Difference
Every group is going to have weaknesses and challenges, and that’s where collab-
orating and solidarity are most necessary. While NTFC has longer institutional 
knowledge through longer-employed members, GEO as an organization has a 
much longer history of activism. GEO has always been able to turn out people 
quickly. NTFC benefited from this in 2016 when GEO was able to call day-of ac-
tions to support the negotiations, packing halls and flooding streets in emergency 
calls-to-action. 

With NTFC representing just over 500 non-tenure-track faculty members on 
campus compared to the thousands of graduate employees in GEO, GEO showed 
up in numbers to fill out picket lines, marches, and rallies during NTFC’s 2016 
strike. Its members’ performative outrage and willingness to make noise despite 
being in some of the most precarious positions on campus became an inspiration. 
As the longer-standing union made up of mostly younger activists, GEO’s con-
sistent presence protesting inequality and unfairness in many forms, the energy 
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and spirit of rightness embodied in GEO, showed NTFC the true strength of 
collective action. 

This spirit of challenging institutional oppression created quite a reputation 
for GEO of being made up of rabble-rousers, and UIUC often treated its members 
that way. In 2018, when GEO employed the same occupy actions that NTFC had 
used two years earlier, the first response graduate employees received came from 
the campus security department. Campus police ordered GEO members to va-
cate the president’s office. The confrontation looked likely to lead to arrests. That 
is, until GEO called on its allies in NTFC. Shawn Gilmore, another author of this 
chapter who was then NTFC’s president, along with many other faculty members 
both on and off the tenure track, showed up quickly to provide support, not so 
much in numbers but in political complication. The policy on evicting faculty 
from office buildings was not as clear as the policies on student demonstrations. 

Shortly after this show of solidarity by faculty members, campus police re-
turned, and there was a noticeable change in demeanor. The message was no lon-
ger, “get out or else,” but was instead that the demonstrators could stay so long as 
they maintained certain restrictions, restrictions that GEO had already planned 
to abide by, such as not blocking the flow of traffic and not entering offices. NTFC 
helped GEO be taken more seriously within the very institutional power struc-
tures that rely on its members’ marginalized labor. Just as NTFC could not have 
won in 2016 without the rowdy, disruptive power of allies, it was the occupation 
and other non-traditional actions that eventually won GEO’s contract in 2018, 
and the success of these occupations relied on the political power of faculty mem-
bers and graduate students working in solidarity. 

One piece of advice that stems from this experience is to lean into the unique 
attributes of your group—don’t hegemonize and try to make yourselves fit an-
other’s model if it doesn’t fit. According to every metric in the field of organized 
labor, NTFC and GEO shouldn’t have won in 2016 and 2018, but the unions cap-
italized on what each group was good at, and that embracing of difference made 
the unions unstoppable.

Addressing COVID-19 in the Classroom
Strikes might be the most exciting part of these unions’ shared story, but for both 
GEO and NTFC, solidarity is iterative—not isolated. The unions’ partnership is 
maintained in shared workspaces and through everyday interaction to address 
common problems. The two unions’ work together in the English department 
to influence COVID-19-related policies is a good example of the durability of 
the coalition and of the methods used to ensure continued communication and 
support.

At the beginning of fall 2021, COVID-19 had already upended instruction at 
UIUC. While many instructors (and every administrator) hoped for a smooth 
transition back to pre-pandemic normalcy, the COVID-19 Delta variant shattered 
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those plans. GEO and NTFC members returned to classrooms with locked doors, 
broken technology, and no personal protective equipment. While everyone in the 
English department agreed that these issues were a problem, the administration’s 
response to addressing them was inadequate.

The English department at UIUC operates on a hierarchical model. The de-
partment is organized under the direction of a head who is appointed by the 
dean, instead of a chair elected by the department faculty. This structure gives 
the department head wide latitude to manage the department without consulting 
their workers. To be heard, department members would have to fight. This fight 
took several forms. It began with a demand letter that was drafted by graduate 
workers in the department and presented at the first department meeting of the 
semester. NTFC members immediately expressed their support in the meeting, 
not allowing the tenured faculty members to dismiss the concerns addressed in 
the letter. NTFC members also circulated a statement of support for the graduate 
student demands.

Other types of support were less overt. Historically, the English department 
has struggled with ensuring their instructors are informed about what’s hap-
pening on campus. GEO and NTFC members have countered this dangerous 
and disempowering dynamic by creating informal networks through which to 
share information. This helps members of both unions to see the wider structural 
causes of issues they both have had. For example, both unions recently filed a 
grievance with university administration because of late payments and missing 
paychecks. The back-channel communication between NTFC and GEO allowed 
both unions to ascertain the extent of the payment delays and identify the cause 
of the problem before the administration ever reached out.

Conclusion
As providers of contingent labor, both graduate employees and non-tenure-track 
faculty members at UIUC had been trained to two conditions: first, that the ave-
nues of shared governance were closed to them, and second, that if there’s work 
to do in the trenches, they’re the ones to do it. These workers were already used to 
getting their hands dirty; picking up a picket sign didn’t feel so strange. 

As Scott and Kezar point out, different types of academic workers are often 
siloed from each other. GEO and NTFC joining each other on their respective 
picket lines was an example of how “existing unions can play a crucial part in 
breaking down these silos by creating spaces of conversation across historically 
separated groups” (Scott and Kezar 101).

During the strikes at UIUC, at the end of each day, the picket lines would 
come together to hear the news from the bargaining table. Every day, until the last 
day of each of the strikes, the news was the same: the unions either had to con-
tinue to accept nothing or wake up tomorrow and keep fighting. To do nothing 
meant betraying so many of the principles the members hoped to model to their 
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students. To do nothing was to admit the unions had no power, their members’ 
work wasn’t valued, and that change was really just a theory after all. The unions 
chose to fight. They won.

Academics bemoan the fall of academia to corporatization and to dwindling 
state funding. Many have studied the theory of democracy and grassroots efforts, 
but it was these unions’ willingness to put the theory into practice that created 
change. They came together not to make all their concerns the same but to take 
turns standing behind one another and to lend voices and the sound of stomp-
ing feet to amplify each other’s unique struggles. Through these narratives, we’ve 
described our enactment of thick solidarity, which “layers interpersonal empathy 
with historical analysis, political acumen, and a willingness to be led by those 
most directly impacted” (Liu and Shange 196). At its heart, “thick solidarity” is 
about showing up, and it pushes us to acknowledge and work with the “speci-
ficity, irreducibility, and incommensurability” of experiences of difference (Liu 
and Shange 190). In the case of our collaboration at UIUC, nothing was expected 
in return except the greater strengthening of collective action that contributes 
to the ever forward march toward better working conditions for all. That’s what 
solidarity looks like.
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The (ab)use of contingent and non-tenure-track (contingent/NTT) individuals 
in higher education has been an ongoing conversation. For the past two decades, 
universities have hired more contingent labor in lieu of full-time, tenure-track 
(FTT) positions (“Background Facts”). While these positions are “on the fringes” 
(Schreyer 83) when it comes to full involvement in university culture, contingent 
laborers make up the majority (more than 60 percent) of instructors at the col-
legiate level (“Background Facts”) and account for about 1.5 million instructors 
in the United States alone (“Characteristics of Postsecondary Faculty”). In other 
words, contingent/NTT are the new faculty majority.

Contingent/NTT individuals often do not have stability in their roles. A dev-
astating example of the precarious nature of these roles is the life and tragic death 
of Margaret Mary Vojtko. She worked for 25 years as a per course instructor at 
Duquesne University, made roughly $10,000 a year, was not offered health insur-
ance, was left in a destitute situation in which she was unable to afford heat and 
often rent, and died due to health complications (Dorfeld A8). 

Considering this and other situations, we offer an overview of some of the 
present data regarding contingent/NTT labor to better illustrate such ab(use). 
For general higher education, many contingent individuals

• teach the equivalent of a full-time course load (“Background Facts”),
• have contracts at multiple institutions to make ends meet (“Background 

Facts”; Colby and Shultz Colby 61),
• are provided little recognition for their scholarship (which would assist 

many in career aspirations) as well as “virtually no time to carry it out” 
even though many are actively engaged in research (Doe et al. 444),

• may also be graduate students who are told that teaching is an “apprentice-
ship” that will enhance their graduate studies when, in reality, this work 
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“distracts from, rather than complementing, graduate studies” (“Back-
ground Facts”),

• have dwindling chances of obtaining FTT positions due to limited avail-
ability (“Background Facts”) and the collapse of the humanities job mar-
ket (Micciche 434),

• are at institutions that use differential workload distribution, “which re-
inforces hierarchies, marginalizes teaching, and makes success difficult to 
achieve, even for those contingent faculty with a research component as 
part of their workload” (Doe et al. 438),

• lack access to resources such as “offices, computer support, and photo-
copying services” (“Background Facts”) as well as research databases, and 
office phones (Doe et al. 444),

• have their working hours kept below “the thirty-hour per week threshold 
established by the 2010 Affordable Care Act that would trigger access to 
employer healthcare benefits” (Goldstene qtd. in Kahn et al., “Introduc-
tion” 6), and

• “receive food stamps” (Goldstene qtd. in Kahn et al., “Introduction” 6).

Narrowing the scope to the English/writing field, most of the previous infor-
mation is similar, with the following added specifics:

• Adjuncts are the instructors of “more than 70% of general education writ-
ing courses” (Kahn, “Anyone Can Teach” 363).

• In some institutions, “part-time faculty [teach] more than 95 percent of 
the first-year writing courses” (McBeth and McCormack 43), which leads 
to “burnout and intellectual stagnation” (Colby and Schultz Colby 65) due 
to the high paper count, grading, and mental load.

• Eighty-three percent of techincal and professional communication ser-
vice courses are taught by contingent/NTT individuals (Melonçon and 
England 399).

• Research shows many adjuncts lack access to teaching support (Colby and 
Shultz Colby 57).

• Contingent/NTT instructors suffer from professional disrespect (Kahn 
592) and the “de-professionalization of teaching” (Melonçon et al. 130).

• At some institutions, pay raises are based not only on performance reviews 
and student evaluations but also on D/F/W rates, placing primacy on stu-
dent retention instead labor conditions (Nardo and Heifferon 39), and many 
institutions lack structured pay increases that come with promotions for 
contingent/NTT faculty members (Colby and Shultz Colby 62). 

We argue, like Anna K. Nardo and Barbara Heifferon, that pushing past a 
rhetoric of despair mentality is necessary when approaching the current labor 
issue (27) and suggest that a deeper understanding of contingent labor(ers) is 
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necessary, for as James Rushing Daniel suggests, such an understanding may en-
courage solidarity among faculty of all ranks (65) to better support the larger goal 
of creating and enacting equitable labor practices. In this chapter, we offer our 
snapshots of the experiences of contingent faculty members to humanize some 
of the data, and we suggest tangible calls to action at the local and system level. 

Katie
During 2015 and through most of 2020, I served in a plethora of contingent roles 
including graduate research assistant, writing center consultant, assistant director, 
graduate teaching instructor, adjunct, and three-fourths-time NTT assistant profes-
sor. This past year, I found myself in a fortunate position where my three-fourths-
time NTT position transitioned to an FTT position. I want to share that I acknowl-
edge my experience is an exception to the norm that contingent laborers face.

In my master’s program and my Ph.D. program, I was fortunate to have grad-
uate assistantships that paid for my courses and provided a monthly stipend. 
While earning my master’s degree, I was paid a pre-tax amount of roughly $956 
a month (for nine months) with no health insurance, and during my Ph.D., I 
earned roughly $1,500 (for nine months). The cost of most of my health insurance 
was included, but I had to pay for activity fees, which were usually around $1,000-
$2,000 a semester. With this stipend, I could pay for housing (with contributions 
from roommates and then a spouse) and food, but I found myself struggling fi-
nancially (to pay for undergraduate debt, gas for my car, and other utilities).

To help pay for my studies, I contracted myself out as contingent labor else-
where. During my Ph.D. studies, I worked 20 hours per week in my English de-
partment, four hours per week in a secondary writing center, and taught two to 
five additional courses as an adjunct elsewhere. With these additional sources of 
income, I found myself able to make ends meet, but I also found myself extremely 
stressed and disappointed in myself due to the lack of attention I was able to give 
to my doctoral studies. During my third year in my program (2019), I started 
looking for full-time jobs and was lucky to find a contingent, three-fourths-time 
position that would pay more than my current contingent labor combined. For 
comparison, and to offer transparency, this position came with a $46,000 salary.

In this position, I taught a 4/3 load and had service requirements, such as 
serving on two committees and starting a writing center. During this time, I also 
taught two to three overload courses (depending on the semester). I, like many 
other contingent laborers, tried to root myself in the system in hopes that I would 
be offered an FTT position. While in this three-fourths-time position, I found 
that (even with the unpaid service and paid overload work) I had more time to 
dedicate to my dissertation work and research, and I also quickly started develop-
ing my research activist agenda based on my experiences as a contingent laborer. 
I would like to note that at times I did feel overworked, but for most of that time I 
felt overwhelmingly thankful for having a position with a sense of security.
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I was offered an FTT position the following year (2021). As part of this new 
position, I would teach one more class and direct and further develop the writing 
center. However, the institution shared they would not be able to pay me a full-
time wage immediately. Rather, I would get small bonuses, over a period of sever-
al years, to get me to a full-time salary. Out of excitement and chasing a sense of 
security, I accepted this position. However, I have since left teaching.

Sarah
My career in academia began in the fall of 2011. My experiences in the decade 
since have illuminated several issues that affect contingent laborers and that re-
veal the extent to which these individuals are used and abused. 

Two weeks before my first semester as a master’s degree student, I was of-
fered a graduate teaching assistantship. I was grateful and immediately accepted. 
I found out later that the position paid $955 per month for teaching two courses 
and did not include medical or any other kind of insurance. While I did receive 
a tuition waiver, I was responsible for paying for fees, books, transportation, and 
other necessities. Rent was over half of my monthly income even in the small 
town I lived in, which was nearly an hour commute to the university, and moving 
closer was impossible due to higher rents. In other words, I was not paid enough 
to live near my place of work. 

Therefore, instead of completely leaving the full-time employment I had be-
fore graduate school, I moved into a part-time position. This meant that I worked 
in an office for four hours each weekday morning, drove an hour, taught two 
courses, attended my graduate courses, held office hours, and commuted home 
another hour. During my “off ” time, I created lesson plans, gave feedback on stu-
dent writing, conferenced with students, and completed additional teaching-re-
lated work. For all this, I was paid $955 per month. 

However, I felt that my hard work and lack of resources would be worth it. 
I worked almost constantly to finish my master’s degree in two years and was 
ready to begin my career. I was told—and I believed—that I would easily find 
a position and that it would certainly be full time, with benefits, and in a place 
that fit my needs. 

I quickly realized, however, that most permanent, full-time positions required 
or preferred a Ph.D. degree. What was available to me were mostly adjunct posi-
tions or full-time, non-permanent positions in different states that would require 
me to uproot my husband and our children. This option seemed impossible since 
we had little to no savings after two years of graduate school. 

I, therefore, applied for and was offered an adjunct position at the university 
where I received my M.A. I was paid $700 per credit hour, which, for four classes, 
was about $1,900 per month. I had no insurance, and I still could not afford to live 
near the university. Although my income was higher, I was essentially teaching a 
4/4 load and being paid about 50 percent less than FTT faculty members teaching 
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the same load. Eventually, expenses, including payments on student loans, accu-
mulated, and I took on an additional adjunct position at a community college. 
This position paid $660 per credit hour and added three courses each semester to 
the four I was already teaching. It also required more commuting, more grading, 
and additional planning due to differing program requirements. 

After two years of adjuncting at two schools and, because adjuncts are not 
paid in the summer, eventually adding a third institution where I could work in 
the summer, increasingly I began to feel symptoms of burnout, so I applied and 
was accepted to a Ph.D. program. It offered a stipend of about $1700 per month, 
included health insurance and a tuition waiver, and offered a scholarship for the 
first semester. Although the pay was low, I was able to publish and get needed 
experience in teaching upper-division courses and in administrative work as an 
assistant director of first-year composition.

Upon completion of my Ph.D. program, I secured a full-time teaching assis-
tant professor position that includes adequate pay and benefits. Although it is a 
one-year renewable contract, the stability and income are a significant step up 
from my previous adjunct and graduate student work. 

Taking Action
We offer our experiences to bring increased awareness to the precarious nature 
of contingent/NTT work in higher education. Low pay, a lack of benefits, high 
workloads, and increasing burnout are real issues that are important to tackle. 
We know several adjunct instructors and graduate students personally who have 
faced food and housing insecurities, who have had to go without medicines and 
treatments, or who have had to create online fundraisers to make ends meet—all 
while working for top-tier universities with multimillion dollar budgets and all 
while engaging in the same teaching load as full-time faculty members. In an 
effort not to just discuss and highlight these issues but to take action on them, we 
have developed an activist agenda that presents possibilities for change. 

To create real change, we must recognize the “wicked problem” (Murray 235) 
of contingent/NTT labor issues. This work should start locally and should stem 
from listening to contingent/NTT individuals. We follow the efforts of Kahn et al. 
to provide “concrete steps to fight . . . exploitation of contingent faculty” (“Intro-
duction” 7). Many scholars have argued that equitable pay, a seat on governance 
boards (both departmentally and institutionally), and compensated professional 
development opportunities are needed (Bartholomae; Kezar and Sam; Mazurek; 
Melonçon). We add to this discussion a call to start locally at individual program, 
department, and/or institution levels. Then, larger transdisciplinary, cross-insti-
tutional collaborations can begin to address the larger, systemic issues. 

First, we suggest that radical transparency is necessary. In business fields, 
transparency is the idea of an open-door policy where employees can share frus-
trations with the organization. Radical transparency goes a step further to in-
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volve sharing information to prevent informational silos and to present feedback, 
frustrations, innovations, and ideas to all levels in the organization (Reid and 
Rout; Scott). For the field of English/writing studies, radical transparency applies 
to sharing experiences, data, instruments, and resources and to housing this in-
formation in centralized, accessible locations. We suggest that local work within 
one’s own institution, department, or program is a first step to better understand-
ing the community within that institution/department/program—the individu-
als within that community and the division of labor, tools, and activities.

One way to create radical transparency is through institutional ethnography 
(IE). IE draws on data from interviews, case studies, focus groups, textual analy-
sis, discourse analysis, autoethnography, participant observation, and archival re-
search. Michelle LaFrance and Melissa Nicolas explore ways that IE can be used 
to uncover the activities performed by an individual in an organization and what 
factors shape these activities (130). We extend their work to contingent laborers and 
their experiences. Marjorie L. DeVault suggests IE typically involves three stages:

1. Identify an experience. 
2. Identify some of the institutional processes shaping that 

experience.
3. Investigate those processes to describe analytically how 

they operate as the ground of experience. (20)

Because material conditions within departments and programs can differ 
(Kahn et al., “Introduction” 10), IE creates an opportunity to better understand 
each individuals’ experiences, thoughts, frustrations, and ideas for solutions. 
Rather than TT scholars offering blanket solutions, hearing directly from contin-
gent/NTT laborers about the tensions and aspects of labor that aren’t addressed 
in literature is fundamental to developing real, impactful solutions. 

To identify some of the institutional processes shaping contingent laborers’ 
experiences, those who wish to take action could collect survey responses, job 
descriptions, and interviews from contingent laborers in their departments. By 
hearing directly from those impacted, researchers and activists may begin to see 
potential for support. Khan et al., for example, suggest that many times there are 
a variety of solutions we can turn to support our colleagues (“Introduction,” 10), 
some of which may be non-monetary. These may include creating helpful on-
boarding documents, ensuring release time for professional development, host-
ing social events, and more. However, though non-monetary aids are beneficial, 
we do not wish to detract from the fight for equitable wages. 

Second, sharing experiences and findings with the field is necessary. Possi-
bilities for sharing may include publishing articles that include datasets and pro-
viding access to narratives, implementation descriptions, models of policies and 
procedures, and other resources. By sharing these materials openly, our field can 
achieve three goals:
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1. Create a richer understanding of the English/writing studies workforce;
2. Invite more collaboration and innovation on a cross-institutional basis for 

tackling this issue; and
3. Draw upon more data to conduct replicability studies, create re-

search-based sustainable solutions, and/or share information with admin-
istrators to support contingent/NTT laborers. 

Working toward achieving all of these goals can better the English/writing stud-
ies field by providing more sustainable and impactful research (Melonçon and St. 
Amant 129). Sharing data, instruments, and solutions is part of the process toward 
creating radical transparency. Our field tends to be supportive in its sharing of in-
formation—especially on listservs like nextGEN and WCENTER. However, it can 
be very difficult to find information, even when using the archival services these 
listservs provide. Having a centralized location where resources, data, and instru-
ments are shared can benefit the field by making more information easier to access. 
Rather than creating silos, let’s create a centralized location for support. 

 In addition to these larger goals, the local level is an important first step. Ka-
tie, for example, has worked closely with two new adjuncts to help improve their 
experiences. She is working on an onboarding document to situate new faculty 
members to new hiring requirements, grading/teaching dates, and campus re-
sources, and she hopes to organize events where all faculty members can mingle 
(post-COVID-19). 

As a new contingent/NTT faculty member, Sarah has been well supported 
by her department. She received funding that provides support for profession-
al development during the first semester. In addition, the department holds as-
set-mapping meetings that are attended only by contingent/NTT faculty mem-
bers (to allow for confidential, open dialogue) in which individuals can discuss 
benefits of the position as well as present ideas for bettering their experiences. 
Contingent/NTT faculty members also have opportunities to participate in com-
mittee work and governance that positions them to have a voice within the de-
partment and program. 

While these efforts and experiences are moving in the right direction, we 
also recognize that systemic changes require radical transparency at higher lev-
els, so we are also collecting data from contingent/NTT laborers through a grant 
funded by the Council for Programs in Technical and Scientific Communication 
(CPTSC). We hope to use this data to accurately document experiences and con-
ditions from our field and share this information in a centralized location. 

Conclusion
Contingent/NTT laborers’ work is “essential, meaningful, and even central to the 
function of colleges and universities” (Doe et al. 432). As Chris Anson says, it is 
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time to “stop reflecting . . . and do something” (qtd. in Reed 135). To start paving 
the way, we must listen to these laborers to learn about their activities, needs, 
requests, and experiences. Small, local work that studies labor and activities is an 
important first step. Then, sharing information in transdisciplinary and cross-in-
stitutional settings will create solidarity and alliances that are helpful against di-
visive forces (Daniel 65).
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Chapter 13. “Ten . . . Toil Where 
One Reposes”: Stories of an 
Adjunct Faculty Organizer

Anne Balay
SEIU Local 1

One of my bargaining units, a Jesuit university in a small Midwestern city, de-
cided to welcome new members at a Halloween-themed event. Thirty new ad-
juncts had been added to the school’s roster this second pandemic fall semester, 
and 23 of these had joined the union. As a lifetime adjunct and now an organiz-
er, I appreciated the campiness of their plan.

Adjuncts are low-wage workers who pretend to be professors. Since we have 
no job security and no academic freedom, we get to keep pretending this only if 
we do it well—if our act convinces our full-time colleagues, our administrators, 
and our students. If we allow gaps to show—let slip that we are not allowed 
to use the copy machine or reveal that we’re holding office hours in the coffee 
shop, not because we’re too cool for the office, but because we don’t have one—
the department may not be able to “find” classes for us in future.

By camping up the masquerade that our professional life requires, adjuncts 
demonstrate that full-timers are faking it as much as we are—that “professor” is 
a narrative we tell ourselves. Walking into a classroom is what makes it feel real. 
So, when a handful of adjuncts sit at a table in front of the library and self-con-
sciously, deliberately, exaggeratedly occupy their professional role, tenure-track 
faculty members and administrators might feel uncomfortable. Is a professor 
something you do, or is it someone you are?

You can’t identify adjuncts by looking at them, by visiting their classes, or by 
asking students who they are. We imitate the originals so well that we become 
indistinguishable from them. This serves management well because we can’t 
find each other; adjuncts feel isolated and stigmatized. Teaching provides few 
opportunities to create the community that might counteract that.

Still, adjuncts are different from the tenure-track faculty members with 
whom they share education, job description, and culture: we get maybe one-
tenth of their pay and live in permanent, destabilizing uncertainty. Though I 
work for a union that tries to deliver “more pay and more say” to these and 
other workers, we can offer little material relief. Even a reasonable raise does 
little to close the gap with full-timers, and job security is never even bar-
gained for. What we do offer is community and a chance to share stories with 
other workers.
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A Voice from the Field
“Angela” has a Ph.D., has published in her field’s prestigious journals, and is be-
loved by her students. She had a tenure-track job in another state, but both her 
parents got sick. Her dad (a retired union carpenter) was caring for her mom, 
who was sliding precipitously into Alzheimer’s, and this was a huge drain on his 
health. Then, her husband got a job offer here, so they decided to leave her full-
time professor gig and move back home. It was too late to relieve her dad from 
his care burden, but at least she was here when he died. And still here, adjuncting, 
when her husband and his full-time income left. Without health insurance or job 
stability, she is now putting two kids through college. Though she gets five or six 
classes per semester across two schools, I think she will probably lose the house.

Her dad’s union experience encourages “Angela” to believe that our union can 
make this better. She remembers walking the picket line with strikers and her 
family getting support from the union to survive those lean months. More, she 
remembers the parties and picnics and the sense that co-workers are family: they 
argue, but they stick together. But carpenters work side by side on the job and 
form social bonds. “Angela” says they went to each other’s BBQs and held their 
wedding receptions at the union hall. That comradery is just not automatic with 
adjuncts, who rarely have offices or other places to congregate on campus and are 
usually rushing off to teach another class at another campus.

All academics are isolated. I worked as a car mechanic before teaching, and 
that job (like carpentry) forces workers together in a small place, solving prob-
lems, sharing tools, eating, and shooting the shit together. After eight years, I 
knew everything about the men I worked with. In contrast, faculty members do 
their jobs in isolation, interacting more with students than with other faculty 
members. What brings them together is committee work, departmental meet-
ings, and the shared stress of promotion and tenure preparations. None of that 
social grease is available to adjuncts. 

This isolation is not accidental. Low-wage workers are ships passing in the 
night so that we won’t meet, compare notes, and organize. Turnover is high, and 
morale is low. The pandemic has further increased this isolation—milling around 
in hallways or chatting at the printer are even less likely than before.

For “Angela,” once her dad died and her husband left, she was panicky and 
overwhelmed. As the pandemic unfolded, she was teaching in-person because 
those were the only classes her college offered her. An email went out to the fac-
ulty saying that during these difficult times, students, staff, and faculty were en-
couraged to reach out to the counseling center for support. As “Angela” informed 
her students of this policy, it occurred to her that she might benefit from it herself. 
However, when she called, she was informed that these free services were avail-
able only to full-time employees and students.

My challenge as an organizer is to shift from this personal story of injustice 
and abuse to a collective movement for change. Anyone who takes the time to 
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listen to adjuncts will hear similar stories of trauma. Part-time faculty members 
were pushed to the razor’s edge of tolerance even before the pandemic took ev-
erything up a notch. Most gig workers in the US and globally are under similar 
pressures. Stories of individual hardship animate organized resistance and thus 
change. But to activate these stories, we need to theorize links between them and 
a shared, social movement.

Sharing Stories
The steward and I were setting up an information table at a university during 
the early stages of contract bargaining preparations. We had cookies, coffee, and 
copies of the old contract, and we had contacted the list of new adjunct hires who 
we hoped would stop by for a chat. One goal was to identify potential leaders for 
the contract campaign. Another was to get adjuncts talking to each other since 
stories are the best way to combat isolation and apathy. 

And that all worked. People who said they could stay for only ten minutes 
wound up staying longer while they exchanged stories and laughed and worried 
with other adjuncts. This university has been doing some restructuring and has 
rolled out new requirements and policies. Among these is one that states students 
will no longer need to take one year of language instruction. As is common, ad-
juncts dominate the world language department, and they assume that enroll-
ments will now drop precipitously and that within a few years, most will have lost 
their jobs. They’re not wrong, and it sucks. One adjunct who has taught at the 
university for many years relies on three classes plus a lab each semester, which 
makes him eligible (post ACA) to buy the employer’s health insurance. He and 
his husband depend on these benefits. As we stand there listening, we are witness. 
And we are helpless.

Later, a different adjunct in the same department remarks, “I’m lucky—they’ve 
asked me to teach Spanish for medical students. It’s like first- and second-year 
Spanish compressed into one year with medical terminology added. And they’re 
really pushing it with their pre-med students, so I should still get classes.”

This prompts another adjunct, new this semester, to add that he has three 
sections of introductory sociology, all over-enrolled, chiefly with premed fresh-
man who signed up because the MCAT has added a sociology section. He, in 
turn, feels lucky because a national corporate giant is motivating students to 
enroll in his classes.

When each describes their circumstance as “lucky,” I cringe. Each is offered an 
unusually challenging pedagogical ask, and since the alternative is no work at all, 
they tell themselves that they are favored by fate. Because we are together, sharing 
stories collectively, I can ask them to step back and think critically about the story 
they are telling themselves. When several people take subservience to an oppres-
sive regime and reinterpret it as individual good fortune, it’s easier to notice than 
when we stay isolated and tell these stories only to ourselves. That is the task and 
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the possibility of labor organizing: to tell individual stories collectively so that the 
workers notice trends and systems and begin to seek change.

It helps to realize that this pressure to “think positive” shapes low-wage gig 
work generally, just as it shapes U.S. neoliberal culture. I recently asked a friend 
who drives a semi-truck to explain the backlog of container ships in the ports, a 
situation which had suddenly gotten media attention in the fall of 2021. She told 
me the situation wasn’t new but that COVID-19 has worsened it in ways I hadn’t 
imagined, ways that are not making their way to the mainstream media. What 
struck me in her explanation, though, was her claim that “me, personally, I’m 
fortunate,” because she is able to use indoor bathrooms with hot water for hand 
washing near the ports during her 14-hour workdays. Sounds familiar, no?

Finding themselves lucky is a strategy workers use to distance themselves 
from their crappy working conditions by giving them some control. It’s a source 
of self-esteem within a context with few others, but it thwarts organizing by per-
sonalizing conditions that are structural. However, even to make that distinction 
(to entrench a binary opposition between structural and personal effects) reifies 
and hardens what I hope instead to change. People’s stories—how we understand 
and narrate our experiences—can fuel change when they find collective, shared, 
and public expression. Management knows this, which is why it makes it hard for 
adjuncts and other low-wage gig workers to meet. 

Ride-sharing drivers, for example, are always in their own cars. Though they 
are everywhere, there isn’t a central location where they gather to get work—or to 
discuss it amongst themselves—until they use the app that divides them against 
themselves.1 Often it’s easier to identify other workers’ oppression than our own, 
especially given the working-class injunction against whining and the general 
culture’s insistence on staying positive. But adjuncts can’t see other adjuncts at 
work because we look like any other professors.

Unlike various other status markers, class is not necessarily visible—its marks 
can be hidden, at least temporarily. In the U.S. context, this potential invisibility 
contributes to the erasure of class as meaningful. It’s because class stratification 
can be invisible that it perpetuates and reproduces itself inescapably. 

Conclusion
Organizing adjunct faculty into labor unions resists this invisibility process. 
Once adjuncts have been to a union meeting, they can identify each other in 
the halls and parking lots. And seeing other adjuncts makes visible the covert 
class structure of academia since it lets us see the tenure-track faculty also. 
Any divide between the full-time and part-time faculty relies on their invisi-
bility. As with any binary, once the sorting process is noticed, its arbitrary rules 

1.  One such story is well told in Callum Cant’s Riding for Deliveroo: Resistance in the 
New Economy.
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are exposed and, though it reconstitutes and justifies itself continuously, the 
gig is up.

When adjuncts stage their own orientation events as costume parties, sending 
up their own ability to walk the walk and talk the talk, they’re using camp to cri-
tique higher education’s hierarchical structures. Parody is a mobile strategy that 
can resist hegemony’s inexorable march. People in higher education aren’t en-
trenching an oppressive labor hierarchy in which “ten . . . toil where one reposes” 
(Oppenheim)—it’s more like a game of pretend that everyone participates in. By 
laughing at ourselves, at full-timers, and at the silly distinctions between us, we 
can imagine new ways to act and teach and think and engage.

What does it mean to be a professor? To teach? People complain about teach-
ing in a mask during the COVID-19 pandemic and about not seeing the majority 
of students’ faces in the classroom, whether behind a mask or on a Zoom call 
with their cameras muted. But maybe this opens up a change in higher education 
hierarchies by emphasizing the imaginary nature of classroom authority, of lead-
ership, and of learning. 
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Chapter 14. Alternative to Nothing: 
Rejecting “Alt-Ac” Success Stories 

and Acknowledging Failure

Daniel S. Brown
Lincoln Memorial University 

I’ve made a huge mistake. 
– Recurring catchphrase uttered by several  

Arrested Development characters

I must preface this essay by stating that I am quite happy with my current line of 
work—in fact, much happier than I was with any of the positions I obtained in 
the years following my completion of a Ph.D. in English. After many years, I have 
mostly made my peace with the path my career has taken, and if it weren’t for the 
massive debt that I have been saddled with, I might have nothing left to complain 
about. But what a debt it is—taken on in the naïve hope that it would be liberat-
ing, but instead proving much the opposite. No one should be saddled with that.

In short, the problem is that there are simply more people earning doctoral 
degrees than there are positions that require these degrees. This is especially the 
case with the liberal arts and humanities. For many of these degrees, the only 
jobs for which they are truly required are professorships, and there simply aren’t 
enough of those positions for the number of those credentialed. Of course, peo-
ple with doctoral degrees in all sorts of fields find employment. These success sto-
ries often are held up as examples of the type of work available in an “alternative 
academic” or “alt-ac” job market. Yet, the supposed success of the “alt-ac” market 
leaves unaddressed whether doctoral degrees were needed for these jobs in the 
first place, and, more importantly, whether they were worth the investment of 
time, effort, and money.

My current work as an academic librarian is, by all definitions, an “alt-ac” po-
sition, even though my doctoral degree was in no way necessary for entry. In fact, 
as I will discuss in this essay, getting onto this career path meant “giving up” and 
“starting over” after several years of trying and failing to get into a tenure-track 
professorship. Moreover, this original goal was one that I honestly believed would 
suit me, and not—as some “alt-ac” proponents such as Rebeca Schuman argue—
one imposed on me by hidebound faculty mentors (“Alt-Ac Talk”). Thus, I would 
be loath for anyone to associate my professional success with the “alt-ac” market, 
as such a move would only serve to perpetuate deep-seated problems with the 
academic system.

https://doi.org/10.37514/PRA-B.2022.1589.2.14
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My Story

I was raised with a very grim approach to work. It was simply a necessity for life, 
and, despite high academic achievements, I was not to set high goals for myself or 
view myself as too good for any occupation. My mother frequently advised me—
apparently without irony—that I could always resort to ditch digging if necessary. 
Work meant an endless tedium, a soul-crushing obligation to keep oneself afloat 
no matter what else. Even after completing an undergraduate degree, some part 
of me accepted that I could get by with the dish washing that I had been doing as 
a source of pocket money.

However, my father, after changing careers several times, was a librarian, and, 
having spent much time with him at his job, I thought this might be something 
I also could do. So, I applied for graduate programs in library science, and I was 
accepted into a good program, although my performance in that program was 
admittedly not very good. I finished that program and obtained a job at a small, 
local liberal arts college. I decided I might like academic librarianship and, re-
alizing that would require a second graduate degree, enrolled in a broad-based 
master’s degree in liberal arts. 

A number of factors then conspired to lead me into seeking a doctoral degree 
in English. Some of it was the result of therapy, in which I was encouraged to seek 
out better opportunities for myself and to embrace my interests more enthusias-
tically. Some of it was also the influence of a professor who saw potential in me 
and encouraged me to go farther with my studies. I had hoped this would be a 
path that might liberate me from an otherwise bleak perception of the future and 
the working world. My pursuit of a doctoral degree thus came in earnest, with a 
genuine belief—supported by people whose opinions I trusted and valued—that 
it would be a good move not just professionally but also for my overall wellbeing. 

Although it came with its frustrations, particularly towards the end, grad-
uate school proved to be a respite. Being young and intellectually curious, I 
could spend time reading, writing, and reflecting on abstract concepts, which I 
thoroughly enjoyed. I liked the community of intellectuals and the exchange of 
ideas. I imagined the possibility of a career in which I might continue to enjoy 
this lifestyle. 

My first academic job after graduation was as a visiting instructor, a three-
year, contracted gig teaching technical writing to business and engineering stu-
dents. This was a long way from Victorian literature, which had been the focus 
of my dissertation, but I had some experience teaching this subject as a graduate 
assistant, and the job at least kept me in the academic pipeline. The salary was 
not especially good, and I didn’t much care for the teaching, but I figured I was 
paying my dues. 

While working this gig, I spent considerable time on professional develop-
ment. I worked on converting my dissertation into a book, which I hoped would 
confer an advantage on the job market. I attended conferences, workshops and 



Alternative to Nothing   131

even a month-long NEH symposium. And I applied for jobs—literally hundreds 
of them. I applied, of course, to tenure-track positions in my specialty, but also to 
generalist positions and positions teaching composition and technical writing, no 
matter how poor the pay or the workload. I was raised, after all, to be not very se-
lective when it came to work, and I figured my malleability would put me in good 
stead. Unfortunately, this would be the highest-paying, most secure position I 
would ever hold in any sort of professorial capacity. 

When that gig ended, I moved into my parents’ two-bedroom apartment 
and stitched together a meager living from several part-time jobs. Some, such as 
scoring SAT English tests, I could work remotely from their apartment. Others 
required two- to three-hour round-trip drives to community colleges spread out 
across two states to teach English composition and technical writing courses for 
around $2,000 for an entire semester. Some nights I would book a hotel room so 
that I didn’t have to commute back to my parents’ place. 

While I did all of this temporary work, I continued to apply for academic jobs 
and develop myself professionally. I even completed the book and got it pub-
lished. Sadly, none of this helped me in getting tenure-track employment. I had 
one interview at an MLA convention, and that was it. Eventually, I decided this 
would not work and started to ask myself what else I might do. 

Thus began the process of surrender and rebuilding. I had the library science 
degree to fall back on but hadn’t worked in a library for over a decade. I applied 
for a few library jobs, but no one responded. I needed to find a way, no matter 
how small, to get back into the industry. So, I applied for and received a part-time 
job through a temp agency doing what was essentially data entry for a company 
that created library products. Much of my time was spent reviewing transcripts 
of Holocaust survivor testimonies—fascinating but bleak. For a while, I worked 
this job and also taught several English courses as an adjunct, continuing on as a 
“freeway warrior.”

However, when the company offered me a full-time position in a different de-
partment, I quit the adjunct teaching positions altogether. I was given an annual 
salary of $44,000, which was the most I had ever received in my life. I was part of 
a team of five new hires—two of us had doctoral degrees in humanities subjects, 
and two of us had master’s degrees in library science. None of us needed these de-
grees to do the work we did, which was trolling the internet for content to supply 
to a database. After a year, two of the team members quit, and I quit shortly after 
they did. In all, I worked nearly three years for this company, doing the sort of 
monotonous, data-entry work from which I had hoped a doctoral degree would 
spare me. 

When I left, it was for a librarian position at an academic library in a develop-
ing nation. Because of my experience with this company, the staff at my new job 
put me in charge of electronic resources. This was an aspect of library work that 
I had not considered before—in fact, I had not even really heard of it before. Yet, 
I found that I enjoyed it. It suited my analytic, introverted nature. After several 
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years there, and with the help of a professional resume-writing company, I ap-
plied for similar jobs in the US. The results have been surprising. When applying 
for academic jobs previously, I would get three or four interview requests out of 
100 applications. Now, I was getting interview requests for about three out of ev-
ery four jobs that I applied for. I seemed to have finally found a line of work that 
I was suited for.

I am currently in a good position as head of a technical services department at 
a university library in the US. I can’t complain about that at all. But the path to get 
there has been a long one, filled with uncertainty and emotional hardship. And 
the Ph.D. in English, with all of its resulting career moves, was a long diversion on 
the way to get here. What I did to get here was what most people do to advance 
in a line of work—I began at an entry-level position and worked my way up by 
demonstrating a good work ethic and taking advantage of opportunities when 
they arose. No Ph.D. required. 

What I am doing now is not an alternative to anything other than being un-
employed, and I refuse to use my career path to celebrate the success of an “alt-ac” 
marketplace. It is a job that I came to after years of struggle and failures. “Alt-ac” 
is a term that only serves to protect a sector of the academy that over-produces 
doctoral degrees. It needs to stop being used.

What Is Meant by the Term “Alt-Ac”?
The term “alt-ac” has been criticized as a buzzword both too capacious to have 
any concrete meaning and yet still somehow not inclusive enough. Nonetheless, 
although its use may have declined some in the past few years, it remains fa-
miliar enough that most understand it roughly to mean jobs for Ph.D. holders 
other than a tenure-track professorship. As Bethany Nowviskie explains, she first 
coined the term in a Twitter post in 2010 (“#alt-ac”). From what I can gather, its 
uses generally fall into two categories: as career advice, and as a form of “face 
saving.” The two are not necessarily mutually exclusive, although proponents of 
the latter occasionally characterize the former as overly narrow and mercenary. 
Perhaps because it was a term born digitally, most of the discourse surrounding 
it appears online. 

The career advice strand of “alt-ac” discourse is relatively innocuous, focus-
ing mainly on practical advice for the holder of a Ph.D. who is struggling to find 
work. Brenda Bethman and Shaun Longstreet’s “Defining Terms” is the quintes-
sential career advice essay, suggesting Ph.D. holders go into other academic fields, 
such as advising, libraries, grant writing, administration, etc. Some readers might 
notice that the piece is dated; however, Maria LaMonaca Wisdom’s 2020 “Getting 
past ‘Alt-Ac’” fits into the same line of thought. Although Wisdom begins with a 
caveat that the nebulous term makes her “cringe,” she nonetheless uses it to launch 
into a piece on career advice for Ph.D. holders. Such advice usually falls into the 
lines of identifying one’s skills and passions, networking, and using other general 
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job search strategies. Oftentimes, career advice continues a line of argument used 
to defend undergraduate degrees in the humanities, presenting the Ph.D. as a sort 
of super-sized helping of “soft skills” or as evidence of the graduate’s intelligence 
and work ethic. The goal of these essays seems to be to help their audiences make 
the best of bad situations rather than aim to reform a system that has produced 
Ph.D. holders without any discernable plan for employing them.

What I call the “face saving” essays tend to reject the idea of “alt-ac” as prac-
tical advice, focusing instead on redeeming the image of those who find em-
ployment outside of tenure-track professorships. To Nowviskie’s 2010 blog post 
in which she explains the origin of the term, she appended a statement in 2013 
emphasizing her original use of the term as a “pushback” against the prevailing 
discourse, which she “felt . . . diminished humanities scholars who continued to 
use their skills in and around the academy.” In a post that this update links to, 
she clarifies that, “by ‘alt-ac,’ a growing community speaks not of ‘alternatives to 
academic employment,’ but rather of ‘alternative academics’” (“Lunaticks”). She 
is also disparaging towards those who have “co-opted” the movement, “selling 
‘coaching’ services to under-employed academics . . . and a brain-dead brand of 
jobs-crisis ‘solutionism’” (“#alt-ac”). 

Another good example of a face-saving use of “alt-ac” comes from Rebecca 
Schuman’s 2014 Slate essay, “‘Alt-Ac’ to the Rescue?” in which she pushes against 
“the shame that is drilled into many doctoral candidates at the very notion of 
working outside the academy.” Schuman is similarly dismissive of “alt-ac” as ca-
reer advice, boiling hers down to “serendipitous encounters, making fortuitous 
connections, or taking on small, part-time contract work and proving yourself—
like a normal person.” For both Nowviskie and Schuman, “alt-ac” is much more 
about recovering one’s dignity than about finding work.

In contrast to the banality of “alt-ac” career advice, “alt-ac” face-saving is 
more rhetorically sophisticated but also more seductive in maintaining the status 
quo. Celebrating accomplishments might soothe wounded egos —as Schuman 
encourages us to think, “Not ‘I got a doctorate but all I do is teach high school.’ 
‘I got a doctorate and I teach high school’” (“Alt-Ac Talk”)—but it leaves unan-
swered the question of whether the investment into the Ph.D. was in any way 
equal to the rewards. In attempting to save face, “alt-ac” champions may be re-
fusing to examine whether the investment into the Ph.D. was, in fact, a mistake. 

If earning a Ph.D. was a mistake, it is important to face that fact without be-
ing burdened by a sense of shame or failure. Schuman speaks of the pursuer of a 
Ph.D. as a person somehow incapable of grasping the concept of finding “normal” 
work in the “real” world (“‘Alt-Ac’ to the Rescue”), but this doesn’t ring true for 
me. I understood how to find work, but professorship sounded like something I 
would enjoy. I never was motivated by fears that I would disappoint my faculty 
advisor or be shunned in the eyes of the academy. Any sense of failure came from 
the dashing of my own hopes and expectations. I can view the whole experience 
as a growth opportunity, but that doesn’t get me out of financial debt. Ph.D. over-



134   Brown

production is a broader social problem that needs to be rectified regardless of 
how we feel about what we did with our degrees.

What’s to be Done?
I can imagine a number of solutions to this problem—most of which seem fairly 
obvious yet still somehow fail to be implemented. University departments could 
accept fewer graduate students. Universities could stop hiring contingent faculty. 
Or the cost of graduate education simply could be made affordable, with existing 
student loan debt more easily forgiven. I lack the ability to address the feasibility 
of any of these solutions but would like to offer a few thoughts on what each 
might do to rectify the situation. 

University departments could accept fewer graduate students. Everyone hears 
the horror stories about job prospects post-graduation, but that does not seem 
to stop students from applying to graduate school. It didn’t stop me. I applied to 
maybe ten graduate programs, many of which only accepted one or two candi-
dates in a cohort. The best program that accepted me had cohorts of 12 or more. 
I cannot speculate on why this department saw fit to accept so many graduate 
students, but it seems unethical to allow so many to invest in a program that only 
prepares them for jobs that do not exist. Admitting fewer students into graduate 
programs could save many from making grave mistakes. It would also, unfortu-
nately, bar many from intellectual exploration and restrict Ph.D. holders to an 
even narrower pool of elite, over-represented groups.

Universities could stop hiring contingent faculty. University administrators 
will likely argue that hiring contingent faculty is the only affordable option, but 
universities are notorious enough for wage inequalities and financial waste to 
make such an argument incredible.1 However, this solution would also likely 
require compromise on the part of graduate programs. Much has been written 
already about offering secure contracts that offer living wages to academic in-
structors who are expected to teach overwhelming loads of introductory courses. 
But reducing the number of contingent faculty might also require shrinking the 
size of graduate school admissions or reducing the number of courses offered. 
At the very least, it would require a reform of graduate school curricula, with 
more focus on developing skills in classroom instruction and less emphasis on 
specialized research so that graduates could be hired into full-time positions that 
involve enough teaching to cover the load of current contingent faculty members. 
Although more practical, this could undermine the appeal of graduate school to 
those—myself included—who were more interested in research than teaching.

Finally, the cost of graduate education could be made affordable, with existing 
student loan debt more easily forgiven. This is the option that I favor the most, 

1.  One excellent work that explores this is Benjamin Ginsberg’s The Fall of the Faculty: 
The Rise of the All-Administrative University and Why It Matters.
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even if it is also the least likely to occur. Affordable higher education would en-
courage more people to engage in intellectual inquiry and exploration without 
the fear of crippling debt. It would also allow the pursuit of a doctoral degrees 
to be an experience of personal growth without needing to be a gateway into the 
professoriate. Unfortunately, this possibility seems unlikely to gain much traction 
beyond that of talking points and wishful thinking.

While many potential solutions to the problem exist, the current scene ap-
pears to be one of gridlock. Those who could make decisions to change or reform 
the current system seem unwilling to make any compromises. In the meantime, 
the holders of doctoral degrees suffer, having spent a considerable portion of their 
lives in pursuit of something that has left them with little other than crippling 
debt. A doctoral degree undoubtedly offers personal enrichment, but $150,000 is 
a steep price to pay for personal growth. For that kind of money, one might have 
easily travelled the world several times over, which sounds like more fun to me. 

Conclusion
Whether the problem stems from a glut of doctoral degrees or the stinginess of 
university administrations, what does not help is celebrating any instance of a Ph.D. 
holder finding work as a sign of success for an “alternative” market. Most people 
find work. Whether that work is enjoyable or personally rewarding is another mat-
ter, and, unfortunately, not something everyone can afford to consider. Many of us, 
however, sought something more rewarding through the pursuit of higher educa-
tion. Sadly, under the current climate, to follow such a pursuit is to make a costly 
mistake. It should not be this way, but if celebrating an “alternative” market causes 
us to gloss over this harsh reality, then doing so creates a barrier to reform.

If we acknowledge our doctoral degrees as failures, we can view the creden-
tialing system as one that sets up its participants to fail. I can think of no reason 
why anyone would voluntarily, rationally participate in such a system. Don’t go 
into a graduate program that offers more long-term burdens than advantages. 
Don’t accept ridiculously underpaid teaching positions. And if you have done 
either of these, quit now. If we do not contribute to the system, we do not feed 
the system. And starving the system—depriving it of graduate students and in-
structors—may well be the only way to force it into the shock that will necessitate 
some sort of change. 
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Lecturer. Assistant Professor. To those outside of academia, there is little to no 
recognition of the distinction between these academic ranks. But within U.S. ac-
ademic circles, there is a huge disparity between them in terms of what they con-
vey about job security, salary, privileges, and respect. 

As continuing lecturers1 in the University of California, Santa Barbara 
(UCSB) writing program, we’d like to share our experiences with building our 
careers as non-tenure-track, full-time university faculty members who enjoy sig-
nificant job security, a livable wage, and access to a plethora of teaching, research, 
and service opportunities, both within and beyond our department and campus. 
And while technically our positions are considered contingent because they rely 
on programmatic need, our continuing lecturer status means that our contracts 
do not have an end date associated with them. 

In this chapter, we hope to discuss the benefits of roles like ours and disrupt 
the commonly held perception that non-tenure-track positions are always and by 
definition inferior to tenure-track positions. As Eileen E. Schell points out in Seth 
Khan et al.’s edited collection Contingency, Exploitation, and Solidarity: Labor and 
Action in English Composition, “While the term contingent describes positions 
in which faculty members teach on short term contracts with low pay and little 
or no job security, inadequate office space, and challenging curricular and pro-
fessional conditions, the idea of contingency fails to capture the true complexity 
of positions located off the tenure track” (“Foreword” x). Our story highlights an 
additional path for graduate students and early career professionals to consider, 
particularly because these positions are overlooked so often. 

We begin by sharing our respective stories of how we came to be continuing 
lecturers and subsequently embraced that role—albeit with some initial trepida-
tion. We then consider the many benefits our positions offer, despite the stigma-
tization of our rank. We close by discussing how these lectureships originated and 

1.  The continuing lecturer title is used in the UC system to denote a lecturer who has 
passed a sixth-year excellence review and whose contract therefore does not have an end-
ing date. We agree with Seth Kahn et al., who make the point that “names matter” and that 
titles “help identify local conditions and contexts” (“Introduction” 7); thus, we are using 
this localized title throughout our chapter.
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arguing for the importance of a strong union and ethical administrators who are 
committed to maintaining them. 

The Future Looks Bright, So Long 
as It’s on the Tenure Track

Our story begins in the fall of 2001. We met when we were both pursuing M.A. 
degrees in English at California State University, Northridge (CSUN), where we 
also served as TAs and adjunct instructors. Later, we both attended Indiana Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania (IUP), where we earned our doctorates in the composi-
tion and TESOL program. Now we work together in UCSB’s independent writing 
program, where we both teach first-year and upper-division writing courses, and 
where we also mentor and train composition TAs.

Because the two of us have shared so many experiences in our academic lives 
as both graduate students and professionals, we have a collective story as well as 
respective ones. Our stories chronicle our individual paths to becoming continu-
ing lecturers and consider the ways in which we had to overcome some deeply 
entrenched ideas about what our careers should look like. Ironically, these ideas 
led us both perilously close to missing out on what we were actually seeking in 
our professional lives. 

Jennifer’s Story
After earning my M.A. in English at CSUN, I spent a year cobbling together an 
income as an adjunct at two different institutions within four different depart-
ments. I had been told as a TA that the life of the adjunct “freeway flyer” (an 
instructor who works at multiple schools) was not an easy one, and at this point I 
was discovering this for myself. Not only was it complicated to teach four to five 
completely different courses each semester, but the compensation was abysmal. 
Moreover, the only way to maintain health insurance was to secure at least three 
courses per semester at one institution. 

I knew I needed to find a way out. My M.A. program had ingrained in me the 
idea that the solution was to get a Ph.D. and a tenure-track job, so that fall I ap-
plied to IUP’s low-residency summer program in composition and TESOL. This 
program felt like a godsend, as it would allow me to continue teaching and living 
in California (where my extended family was) while still moving toward my goal 
of becoming an assistant professor somewhere.

A few months later, an assistant professor position opened up at the com-
munity college where I was teaching. Something like 140 people applied for this 
position, which entailed a 4/4 teaching load, significant committee work, and 
service and publication requirements in order to reach tenure. While it felt like 
somewhat of a long shot, given that I had not yet started my Ph.D. work, I applied, 
and I was pleased to be invited for an interview and teaching demonstration. 
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Around this same time, then-director of the UCSB writing program, Susan 
McLeod, posted an ad for a lecturer position on the WPA listserv. The ad said 
something about how some people used these lectureships as postdocs while 
others fell in love with the students and the campus culture and stayed forever. 
Having been thoroughly acculturated to see the tenure-track as the holy grail of 
academic life, I could not imagine how someone could settle for a lectureship 
over a tenure-track gig. After all, I was pursuing a Ph.D., which seemed to me 
a sure precursor to landing a tenure-track job. I imagined that if I could get this 
lectureship, I would keep it for a few years before going on the job market and 
pursuing what I envisioned would be my “real” job.

I applied to the UCSB job, and soon after having a brief telephone inter-
view, I received an offer from the program for a two-year, renewable contract 
that could lead to a series of one- and two-year contracts prior to a sixth-year 
excellence review, which if passed would result in a permanent contract. I ap-
preciated the fact that the contract was ostensibly renewable, and after asking 
how often these contracts were in fact renewed and gaining assurance that 
they generally were, I figured this was a pretty safe bet. I was also intrigued 
by the idea of working in an independent writing program, separate from the 
English department, as this meant I would be joining a group of 30-some full-
time faculty members who were dedicated to teaching first-year and devel-
opmental composition along with a whole host of interesting upper-division 
writing courses.

At this point, I was fifth on the list at the community college, and that de-
partment was not ready to make any offers. Even so, a part of me really wanted 
to hold out for the possibility of being offered the community college job. This 
may sound crazy, as the lectureship offer was a sure thing and a definite step up 
from my then-status as an adjunct. On the other hand, the community college 
job was tenure-track. The starting salary was about $20,000 higher than what the 
lectureship offered. 

Moreover, because the community college job was at the college where I had 
earned my A.A. degree and where my parents had met some 30 years prior when 
they worked on the school newspaper together, it was a safe and comfortable 
place to imagine my future. All this aside, given that there were four applicants 
ahead of me, it was far from a sure thing.

Despite this little detail, I agonized over what to do. My friends and fami-
ly outside of academia were, like me, enamored by the idea of the significantly 
higher salary the community college job offered. They also were not super keen 
on the idea of me accepting a job 100 miles away from the community in which I 
had been born and raised and where they all still lived, which the UCSB job was. 
Still, they were impressed by the fact that I had received the offer from UCSB, as 
they understood that a university teaching position carried with it a measure of 
respect, although they had no clue about the differences between a lectureship 
and an assistant professorship. 
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But three people in particular understood all of these nuances. The first was 
my thesis advisor, who was delighted and somewhat floored that I had received 
the UCSB offer, particularly as I was just beginning my Ph.D. work.2 

The second was my best friend, who had recently earned tenure at a Cal State 
university and was pleased to see me pursuing a career in academia. She let me 
know in no uncertain terms that she regarded the lectureship as a far more il-
lustrious opportunity than the community college position—despite the lower 
salary it offered—because it was at a University of California campus versus a 
community college (suggesting yet another hierarchical structure in addition to 
the tenure-track/non-tenure track divide). All these years later, she wryly admits 
to having been a little envious that I had managed to finagle an offer from a Uni-
versity of California institution.

The third person who encouraged me to jump at the UCSB lectureship was a 
full professor at CSUN who was nearing retirement. I had served as a TA for her 
the previous year, and at this point I was working with her as an adjunct. She sat 
me down one evening after class and talked me through the relative benefits and 
drawbacks of each job, pointing out that while the community college position 
offered both security and a higher salary, it would likely lock me in to a five-
day-a-week schedule teaching the same few classes over and over to first- and 
second-year students forever, whereas the lectureship would open up all sorts of 
opportunities in terms of research, teaching, and service, something the commu-
nity college simply could not offer. 

While she made a compelling case, I had no way of knowing just how right 
she was. But her words—coupled with the increasingly inescapable fact that I 
did in fact have only one offer on the table—resonated with me and helped me 
make my decision. Within a few days of my conversation with her, I accepted the 
lectureship offer, perceiving this move as both a wonderful opportunity and a 
veritable stepping-stone to bigger and better things down the road. 

Nicole’s Story
After earning my M.A. in the English department at CSUN, I was hired into the 
composition adjunct pool, and I ended up teaching composition as an adjunct 
faculty member there for 13 years. I decided not to go on for a Ph.D. right away. 
In that time, I began to grow professionally and to improve my teaching as I read 
scholarship about teaching writing in response to questions and problems that 
arose in my classes.

I was also asked by tenure-track faculty members to fill different leadership 
positions in the English department and related programs. I was hired as the 

2.  Since the time I was hired in 2005, the job requirements have become more strin-
gent. Applicants must now have completed all requirements for a Ph.D. except the disser-
tation, OR have a terminal degree (M.F.A., M.B.A, Ph.D.) when they apply.
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assistant coordinator for the campus’ writing exit exam. This was a paid position 
that helped me supplement my income as an adjunct faculty member. I was also 
asked to be the coordinator for the composition program’s portfolio readings. 

Being in these positions helped me see that I was capable of leadership within 
the field and that I perhaps wanted more from my career, which to me meant 
pursuing a Ph.D. and eventually a tenure-track position. After teaching writing 
at CSUN for five years, I applied and was accepted to IUP’s doctoral program in 
composition and TESOL. Because of IUP’s limited residency model, I could work 
on my Ph.D. during the summers and stay at CSUN and teach writing during the 
academic year; however, I decided to give up my administrative position. 

Though I expected to go on the academic job market once I earned my Ph.D., 
I also started entertaining a dream of being hired into a tenure-track position in 
the composition program at CSUN. I believe some of the tenured composition 
faculty members also saw the potential because I was earning a Ph.D. and because 
I effectively fulfilled my duties in serving on committees and taking on leadership 
roles. Plus, two of the tenured faculty members in the program at the time had 
been hired as tenure-track faculty from adjunct positions. I felt like I had a chance 
of securing a tenure-track position in composition there if one ever came up. 

I was about a year out from finishing my doctorate when a full-time lecture-
ship position was advertised at UCSB. I applied and was hired for the 2013-2014 
academic year. Much like Jennifer, I saw this as a stepping-stone for my dream 
job as a tenure-track faculty member. One step it achieved on the path to a ten-
ure-track job was that it was a full-time position. Another was that I would be 
able to take on more responsibilities, such as more committee work and teaching 
a variety of writing classes. In other words, I would gain valuable experience that 
would make me a more eligible candidate if a tenure-track position opened up 
at CSUN. When I talked to my colleagues at CSUN about leaving, I said, “Some-
times you have to leave to come back.” But it didn’t work out that way. I left for 
UCSB but then never went back.

A tenure-track position at CSUN was advertised the fall that I began teaching 
at USCB. I applied for the position and was invited to interview in January 2014, 
but I didn’t make it past the interview stage. I was so disappointed for all kinds 
of reasons, but mainly because it was the end of a dream I had really started be-
lieving in. For a long time after that, everything just felt wrong. At the same time, 
though, I was grateful to have the UCSB position. But still at this point, I consid-
ered it a “fallback” position and not necessarily a dream job. I figured I could stay 
and teach there and regroup to figure out what I wanted to do next. 

Eventually, I came to feel relieved about not having gotten the tenure-track 
position at CSUN, as I began to see more clearly what I wanted out of my career, 
which turned out to be a teaching-focused position with less pressure to publish. 
But coming to terms with not getting the job at CSUN and starting to see the 
position at UCSB as more than a stepping-stone was a process—a process that 
lasted a year or more. 
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At this point, Jennifer and my stories come back together, and now here we 
are, solidly into our careers as continuing lecturers in the UCSB writing program. 
We have been teaching in this program for 25 collective years, and we both have 
embraced these positions as our “dream jobs.” In the next section, we want to take 
a moment to highlight the benefits and opportunities that these positions afford, 
thereby answering the question that Schell poses in her contribution to Moving 
a Mountain: Transforming the Role of Contingent Faculty in Composition Studies 
and Higher Education: “What are the benefits incurred in programs that employ 
a steady, professionally active group of part-time or full-time non-tenure track 
faculty?” (327). 

Not Looking Back—Embracing a Rich 
Academic Life off the Tenure Track

At first, both of us felt ambivalent about our positions in the UCSB writing pro-
gram. However, after our first years in these positions, we realized they were 
fulfilling roles, rich with opportunities to teach new classes, to collaborate with 
colleagues on a variety of engaging research projects, and to engage in inter-
esting and worthwhile service activities. As that job ad so many years ago sug-
gested, we fell in love with the campus and students and are now committed to 
staying forever. 

“But,” those of you who see tenure as the end-goal of the academic career hunt 
may be thinking, “how can you be satisfied with being just a lecturer?” Well, as 
Schell concludes, 

 . . . many colleges and universities have successfully created 
non-tenure-track positions with salaries, benefits, and renew-
able or multiyear contracts. These institutions have come to 
realize that the quality of instruction across the institution is 
affected by the ways in which writing faculty are hired, con-
tracted, paid, oriented (or not), mentored (or not), evaluated 
(or not), and/or offered professional development opportunities 
(or not). (“What’s the Bottom Line” 333-34) 

Much to our own surprise, we have indeed found this to be the case. For one 
thing, because we see ourselves as teachers first, we are very comfortable in these 
teaching-focused roles. Our teaching load is three courses per quarter for three 
quarters, but we get service credit for two courses, so we teach seven courses 
a year rather than nine. We are encouraged to choose from courses including 
developmental composition; first-year composition; and a slew of required up-
per-division, advanced writing courses focusing on writing for academic, pro-
fessional, and civic contexts.3 We also both work with graduate student TAs to 

3.  Our program has a writing minor offering six different tracks: professional editing, 
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whom we offer mentorship as they teach first-year writing. 
As for professional development, we are encouraged to engage with the pro-

fession in whatever ways we find fulfilling. Our colleagues come from a variety 
of academic and professional backgrounds and continue to practice their writing 
crafts in a variety of genres, including business, journalism, creative nonfiction, 
and poetry. The two of us regularly collaborate on scholarly projects by present-
ing at national and regional conferences, conducting research projects, and writ-
ing articles and book chapters. We are supported in this work through travel and 
research funding and are also rewarded for it in the continuing lecturer merit 
review system that we participate in every three years. In addition, we are often 
invited by our colleagues to participate in various scholarly activities, and there is 
abundant mentoring available to us. 

In terms of service, because our unit is self-governing, we are expected to sit 
on multiple departmental committees associated with curriculum and program 
initiatives. As continuing lecturers, we are permanent members of the personnel 
committee, and we have both served on the hiring committee, experiences that 
have provided us with a voice in the hiring and retention of our colleagues. 

Finally, our benefits are generous, and our salaries are reasonable. We receive 
yearly cost of living increases, and merit increases result from a review process in 
which our colleagues evaluate our teaching, service, and scholarly activities. We 
evaluate theirs as well. All in all, it’s a pretty great gig.

Disrupting the Vortex of Tenure as Ultimate Goal
In addition to highlighting what’s good about these positions, we also want to 
focus on the powerful struggle we experienced in coming to terms with accept-
ing a career trajectory that was different than what we had initially imagined for 
ourselves and that went against the grain of what is expected of newly minted (or 
close-to-being minted) Ph.D.s. Both of us having to undergo this process exposes 
some deeper issues at work. Indeed, both of our stories highlight a kind of myopic 
focus on the tenure track—specifically a focus on tenure-track positions in four-
year universities. 

One of the theories that has helped us think about this issue is Francois Li-
onnet and Shu-mei Shih’s theory of minor transnationalism. In their theory, they 
use the metaphors of vertical and horizontal frameworks to discuss relationships 
between dominant and minority cultures, but we have found that their meta-
phors work well in discussing relationships between any dominant or minority 
group, such as those we find in the academy, like tenure-track and non-tenure-
track faculty.

Lionnet and Shih describe a dominant culture as functioning like a vortex: At 

writing and civic engagement, multimedia communication, business communication, sci-
ence communication, and journalism.
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the center of the vortex, we find a value or “norm” from the dominant culture; 
this vortex then sucks in other cultures’ values and norms and measures them 
against the value or norm at the center, with other cultures ranked based on how 
well their values and norms measure up to those of the dominant group, creating 
a vertical, hierarchical structure (5). Furthermore, the constant direction and re-
direction of attention to the dominant values and norms creates a narrow frame 
that obscures other meaningful interactions that could be occurring beyond the 
scope of the dominant (1).

Lionnet and Shih describe how their theory of minor transnationalism 
emerged from insights they had about their respective subdiscipline-discipline 
relationships. They note that they both had careers in ethnic studies, but Lionnet’s 
home discipline was French and Shih’s home discipline was Chinese. They tell of 
meeting by chance at an international conference in Paris and explain that as they 
talked about their careers at the conference and then later at a cafe, they realized 
that their subdiscipline-discipline relationships were framed vertically. That is, 
by focusing all their attention on the disciplines of French or Chinese, they did 
not look to other ethnic studies programs for support or interaction. They did 
not look to other ethnic studies programs to see what they were doing. But for 
this chance encounter, they otherwise would be too caught up in the construct of 
relating to their disciplines vertically to have interacted across them (1). 

While this limitation was a consequence of university systems, it was also a 
consequence of a habit of mind. Lionnet and Shih learned to see relationships 
vertically. They explain, “ . . . our battles are always framed vertically, and we 
forget to look sideways to lateral networks that are not readily apparent” (1). Mi-
nor groups learn to see themselves in relation to dominant groups as opposed 
to being in relation to other minor groups or even just themselves, so focusing 
attention on the dominant group becomes naturalized. 

In a way, the two of us see ourselves undergoing a similar process as Lionnet 
and Shih: We have realized that we were measuring our positions in the writing 
program against values that place tenure-track positions at the center and against 
which all other positions are measured. We were so focused on tenure-track po-
sitions, we missed seeing the richness the full-time UCSB continuing lectureship 
had to offer and missed seeing it as a career goal as opposed to a stepping-stone. 

Lionnet and Shih also teach us to “look sideways to lateral networks” (1) be-
cause in doing so, we can look for the bigger picture. It is this process of refram-
ing that helped the two of us come to value our positions in the UCSB writing 
program and embrace the continuing lecturer position as a career goal, just as 
others embrace tenure-track positions as career goals. Academia is a richer and 
more nuanced place than we often give it credit for, a view Mark McBeth and Tim 
McCormack encourage us to take: 

As Steve Street suggests in Academe, we need to move past this 
full-time/part-time divide to understand that we already have 
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a professoriate that has a multiplicity of tiers: adjunct faculty 
(recently hired one course), adjunct faculty (long time/more 
than one course), graduate teaching fellows, faculty emeritus 
who still teach, tenure-track faculty, tenured faculty, emeritus 
faculty who do not teach, faculty chairs, lecturers, instructors, 
and teaching assistants. All faculty positions would benefit from 
the explicitly defined and carefully guarded job descriptions we 
have delineated for our lecturer lines. (54)

And Yet . . . 
We also want to point out that as much as our positions have going for them, they 
did not appear out of thin air. The story of how UCSB’s writing program came to 
have the lecture lines the two of us occupy is clearly laid out in Nicholas Tingle 
and Judy Kirscht’s “A Place to Stand: The Role of Unions in the Development of 
Writing Programs.” Tingle and Kirscht explain that after years of negotiation, in 
1986 the UC-AFT union finally succeeded in securing continuing lecturer status 
for those faculty who passed a sixth-year excellence review. They note that prior 
to this achievement, the university had a policy that dictated lecturers could only 
be given eight successive year-long contracts, after which they were automatically 
prevented from being rehired, a practice that was reduced in 1983 to a “four years 
and you are out” policy (221-22). 

Due to the ongoing diligence of both the union and supportive administration 
and departmental leadership, the affordances for UCSB writing program continu-
ing lecturers have improved from there. However, we also want to point out that 
advancements in working conditions have depended on careful strategy and delib-
erate action. As past program directors Madeleine Sorapure and Linda Adler-Kass-
ner explain in “Context, Strategy, Identity: A History of Change in the UC Santa 
Barbara Writing Program,” “To survive and thrive, independent writing programs 
must remain responsive to and proactive within ever shifting contexts” (110). 

Sorapure and Adler-Kassner’s piece exemplifies five strategies masterfully de-
signed to respond to five distinct eras in the UCSB writing program’s history. Sim-
ilarly, in an interview conducted by Sorapure, Susan McLeod recalls some of the 
ways in which she strove to support continuing lecturers’ professionalization and 
improve their working conditions by increasing salaries and improving hiring and 
retention practices when she directed the writing program from 2001-2006. 

Tingle and Kirscht also point out that the UCSB writing program is a unique 
place, even within the UC system, and that “this success is not accidental” (230). 
They highlight four key events necessary to the program’s success and survival: 

(1) collective action (the union won three-year contracts that 
provided a permanent faculty,); (2) separation from the English 
department, where its interests could never be primary; (3) de-
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velopment of a cross-disciplinary curriculum, including linked 
classes that took program faculty out of their isolated ghettoes 
and built relationships across campus; (4) membership on uni-
versity-wide committees, giving program faculty increased visi-
bility and therefore gradual acceptance as an integral part of the 
university community. (230)

As we have been outlining and as Tingle and Kirscht corroborate, our positions 
were hard won through strategic planning, union activism, and contextual forces, 
but the hard work did not and does not stop there. The advancements that were 
achieved need to be maintained and allowed to evolve, and the union and ethical 
administrators—which include committed program directors and attuned deans, 
chancellors, etc.—play key roles in this work. 

For instance, as we have been writing this chapter, our union and the uni-
versity have been engaged in protracted, contentious negotiations. Our current 
contract expired almost two years ago, and despite a succession of 55 bargaining 
meetings, the university and our union’s bargaining team have found it challeng-
ing to come to an agreement. This week, in fact, a two-day strike was called and 
subsequently canceled just hours before it was to take place when the two sides 
finally came to a tentative agreement. At the time of this writing, it had not yet 
been ratified, but if it is, this agreement will result in the strongest improvements 
to the UC continuing lecturer contract in 20 years, as it will increase security for 
continuing lecturers in their first six years of employment, raise compensation 
for all continuing lecturers, and provide all continuing lecturers with paid time 
off for family care and child bonding. It has been hailed by the union president 
as “the best contract in UC-AFT history and among the best nationwide for con-
tingent faculty” (Shalby and Watanabe). This achievement is both something to 
celebrate and a clear reminder that “helpless acceptance of an underclass role is 
suicidal; we must maintain the attitude that created the union and sustained it 
through its infancy” (Tingle and Kirscht 230).

In the End . . . 
While we are aware that positions like ours are not a panacea to the many labor 
issues facing both contingent and tenured faculty in higher education, we be-
lieve these positions are far more worthy of consideration than dominant narra-
tives suggest—dominant narratives we had uncritically accepted. As McBeth and 
McCormack have noted about their program, which provides many of the same 
benefits and affordances as ours does, “Our lecturer lines are not perfect by any 
means, but in terms of incrementally ‘fairer and fairer’ employment practice, we 
now have a point of departure upon which to improve” (54). 

We sincerely hope that our chapter has served to challenge entrenched nar-
ratives about the stigma surrounding non-tenure-track faculty positions and to 
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reframe the conversation surrounding these positions. We urge others to consider 
looking sideways and beyond the tenure-track, particularly in a time when ten-
ure-track positions are becoming less available and non-tenure-track positions are 
becoming more common. We hope that our stories can help others know what’s 
possible, which, in turn, can empower people to make more deliberate decisions 
and embrace opportunities like these more readily than we did. We’d like to pre-
vent others from experiencing the cognitive dissonance that we underwent as we 
came to terms with our roles, and ultimately we hope to help others avoid missing 
out on fulfilling academic careers, just because they are off the tenure track. 
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Chapter 16. From Being One to 
Hiring One: Both Sides of the Adjunct 

Phenomenon in Higher Education

Kimberly M. Miller and Joanna Whetstone
Grove City College and Lakeland Community College

Background (Kim)
When I accepted my first teaching position, I had no idea what being an adjunct 
instructor would mean or that others like me were part of a larger, national con-
versation about contingent faculty, a group that at the time made up half of all 
faculty appointments in higher education (Backlund 6). In more recent years, 
others have claimed that the numbers are much higher and in need of more ex-
amination (Murray 235). 

People presumed when I got a degree in writing that I planned to teach, but 
the idea of standing in front of a classroom of disinterested students turned my 
stomach. I even took my required public speaking course in a summer two-week 
session because in my mind I would never need to know a thing about speaking 
in public. Maybe you should remember that as you consider my advice.

I accepted a part-time position teaching one film studies course at a small, private 
college in Pennsylvania when the chair of the communication department called 
me into service at the recommendation of some kind professors from my graduate 
school days who must have seen something in me that I didn’t yet see in myself. 

Unlike most other contingent faculty, I did eventually move into the ranks of 
full-time teaching at the same institution where I began as an adjunct after real-
izing this was, in fact, the path I wanted to follow. 

Fast forwarding to today, I’m still at the same institution. I now have a Ph.D., 
am the chair of my department, and teach a full load each semester in addition 
to doing administrative work. Perhaps, as Murray notes, every story is unique 
(237). Given what I’ve heard and seen from others, I’m not sure every story is this 
encouraging, but honestly, it’s the only story I have to tell. 

Background (Joanna)
Unlike Kim’s story of unexpected origins, my goal to become a teacher stems back 
to kindergarten, when I lined up my baby dolls on the basement couch and pulled 
out the green chalkboard that flipped to a black chalkboard where I would teach 
them the lessons I had learned at school. My early exposure to a pedagogy of care 
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laid a framework for my later experiences as not only an instructor but also more 
specifically a female instructor in the collegiate environment. 

Sara C. Motta and Anna Bennett remark that our education system is becom-
ing increasingly neoliberal, emphasizing intellect over care and emotion. They 
also argued that for institutions to truly embrace diversity and inclusion, they 
must break the hold of careless “hegemonic masculinities” (631).  Similar to what 
Motta and Bennett describe, I found in my educational experiences an emphasis 
on academic content rather than an emphasis on achieving a more emotional 
connection to students. It is perhaps my leaning toward this often feminized, un-
praised, and under-preferred approach that made my journey more emotionally 
draining, challenging, and, I would argue, rewarding. 

I continued my basement teaching ritual for many years, though increas-
ingly less frequently, until sixth grade algebra when I worked out problems on 
the board trying to stop crying and start learning through teaching. Despite Mr. 
What’s-His-Face making me come to hate those beautiful letters they shamefully 
mixed with numbers, he didn’t squelch my passion for teaching. I earned a B.S. in 
writing and an M.A. in English before venturing out to the adjunct world.

Quite honestly, I did wander away from the teaching path for a bit, dreaming 
of becoming an editor at a publishing firm as I worked on my B.S. in writing, 
but after spending a year at home post-graduation being offered jobs as an ed-
itorial assistant in Boston and New York, along with contact numbers for other 
assistants who shared apartments with four others and were looking for a fifth, 
I realized it was a long, arduous journey of low-paying work with only a chance, 
albeit miniscule, that I would be able to make the big bucks. Instead, I decided I 
would teach at the college level. 

In my media-induced fever, I dreamt of the floor-to-ceiling bookcases, the 
busts of Hemingway and Shakespeare sitting on a windowsill behind my enor-
mous oak desk. That’s where the job security and the comfortable living was, I 
thought. If you could all suppress your laughter for a moment, you know I’ll soon 
get to the real story of my journey. 

After earning my M.A. in English, I ventured out to the adjuncting world, 
looking for my impressive office anywhere I could find it.

Adjunct Life (Kim)
To say I had no idea what I was doing when I started as a part-time college pro-
fessor would be an understatement. Those fourteen students in the advanced film 
theory course were about to face a stay-at-home mom who’d had no formal in-
struction or coursework in the field of education. And other than some basic 
technology instruction, I also had no formal training from the institution that 
hired me to handle the class either. 

What I had was an advanced degree, though not a terminal one, and a will-
ingness to jump into a situation for which I was woefully unprepared and given 



From Being One to Hiring One   151

almost no guidelines. Luckily, my students were kind and accepting and shared 
my love of film. In the year that followed, I taught a basic film course and a few 
sections of journalism, too. 

My student evaluations were good, and my department chair encouraged me 
to create and teach a special topics film course. For all that I could tell, things were 
going very well. And what I didn’t know about teaching or being an adjunct never 
bothered me—because I didn’t know enough to be bothered. Now, in hindsight, 
I’ve gained the experience to be capable of fairly assessing how the institution 
treated me in this role of part-time instructor. 

In speaking to adjuncts at other institutions, I discovered the pay I received 
for my work was somewhere between the middle and higher end of the scale. And 
because our department had recently split from the English department, there 
weren’t many full-time faculty members competing for classes, which meant I got 
some say in choosing class times, though the courses were given to me regardless 
of my preference and skill set.

As for participating in faculty meetings, having a say in departmental deci-
sions, receiving employment benefits, or even getting taken advantage of as so 
many other adjuncts have endured, I didn’t realize I should be concerned with 
any of it. As Jeremy C. Young and Robert B. Townsend note, every adjunct has 
their own reasons for accepting the position, and while many suffer for this deci-
sion, nearly three-fourths of those they surveyed were “satisfied with the position 
overall.” Given that evidence abounds that adjuncts often live at or below the pov-
erty level (Quart), it is possible that those surveyed by Young and Townsend had 
spouses or others to support them, making their salary and overall institutional 
treatment less of a factor in their job satisfaction ratings. 

In my case, I was grateful to have a job and presumed in my naivete that how-
ever I was being treated in that situation was normal and fair, though as Young 
and Townsend also point out, “acknowledging that non-tenure-track instructors 
are a highly varied group does not in any way minimize the problem of contin-
gent labor.” Still, from my perspective as a part-time professor, I didn’t expect to 
be included in departmental or college-wide decisions, and with two small chil-
dren, I was happy to avoid the additional time meetings would have taken from 
being home with them. Teaching was enough. I truly appreciated the opportunity. 
It never crossed my mind to wonder if my work was “valued” by the institution.

While I suppose you’re hoping I’ll say I know better now, I’m not sure that I 
do. I even asked a colleague recently about his adjunct experience at our institu-
tion, and he agreed that while the college isn’t perfect, it does treat adjuncts well. 
That said, now that I’m on the other side of being an adjunct, I can see many ways 
we could do better for the part-time faculty who work to support our mission, 
our students, and our individual departments, often without much thanks. I will 
elaborate on this in the next section.

The full-time position that I was covering stayed open until the provost called 
me to his office and asked me to apply for it. After a year and a half of adjunct 
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work, I moved into a full-time position, and though I remained at the rank of 
“instructor” for several years, I did eventually become a full professor shortly af-
ter receiving my Ph.D. Then I assumed the role of interim department chair, and 
I officially took over as department chair a few years ago. And that means I can 
speak with some authority regarding my institution’s treatment of adjuncts with a 
different level of insight than I’ve ever had before. 

Adjunct Life (Joanna)
Unlike Kim’s adjunct story, mine was more that of a dirty hippie’s, traveling from 
school to school through the Pennsylvania winters in my less-than-reliable ve-
hicle. I started my adjunct experience in the information systems department, 
actually, teaching people the parts of a computer—nothing fancy, more like “Hey, 
this is called a monitor,” followed by pounding on the blackboard to demonstrate 
how to double-click a mouse. Informed by my many years working in our cam-
pus writing center that was adjacent to the computer lab, which, by geography, 
made all writing center tutors makeshift help desk employees, I wiggled my way 
into teaching the IT course that no self-respecting IT professor wanted.

After a semester of that, I began teaching English courses and, probably like 
many people reading this chapter, spent my semesters teaching for multiple insti-
tutions in multiple counties at all kinds of insane hours. One semester, I taught a 
7:30 a.m. section in a high school before their regular school hours, traveled to a 
second county for two more classes, ate lunch, then traveled to a third school in 
a third county to teach another two sections, ending just shortly before 9:00 p.m. 

In my life of a wandering adjunct, I lived out of my trunk. With materials for 
each class section in its own milk crate with hanging files, I attempted to keep my 
life organized and structured. Getting paid only to spend my salary on supplies 
and gas was never easy. I qualified for unemployment in the summers, though 
even teaching six sections a semester kept me under the poverty line. Apparently, 
this experience is not unique. In a 2020 report titled “An Army of Temps,” the 
American Federation of Teachers notes, “One-third of respondents [to a survey 
of contingent faculty members] earn less than $25,000 annually, placing them 
below the federal poverty guideline for a family of four” (1). 

In my case, teaching all these sections put me below the poverty level with no 
benefits. The experience made me humble, requiring me to learn to accept an un-
dignified position for very hard academic efforts. Waiting tables on the weekends 
to make ends meet and pay my rent was demoralizing. How could I be working so 
hard for so little? Having to teach on so many campuses also meant no time to get 
to know people at any of the schools, really, which caused me to feel even more 
disconnected from my field and from life. Occasionally, I was able to attend a di-
vision meeting and feel like my face was being seen, but much of the time, I drove 
and drove and drove and graded and graded and graded. My one-bedroom ranch 
house had a makeshift office space, which was a fold-up table in front of the TV.
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I guess I was naïve. I thought that being a college professor meant wearing 
cozy sweaters and sitting in my dark wood-paneled office with floor-to-ceiling 
bookshelves and a huge leather couch where students would come to visit me to 
talk about our latest reading from Foucault. In reality, if I had an office space at 
all, it was an empty metal desk shared by hundreds of others without even a key 
to the filing cabinet. We were mobile teachers without space, without a place, and 
without anything to call our own. It was definitely not how I imagined teaching 
college would be. 

When I came to discover that I was actually in the majority, with about 60 
percent of faculty members being adjunct at that time, I was even more floored. 
How was this possible? This lifestyle was beyond just challenging. It was a time 
in my life that made me question my goal to become a teacher. I often referred to 
this experience as academic hazing, waiting to earn the “letters” bestowed upon 
us as tenured professors.

However, I was lucky. My big break occurred two years later when I started 
a full-time adjunct position at a four-year university. I finally found out what it 
meant to be a college instructor. I shared an office with just one or two other peo-
ple, which was magical. I attended weekly department meetings during which my 
voice was not only heard but also encouraged. I was able to join committees with 
others from different departments. I started to see the world on the other side of 
the tracks, so to speak. When I was treated as equally important in driving the 
department and campus, I felt important and listened to. 

Quite honestly, many of the faculty members I worked with did not even re-
alize I was adjunct. Once I had this position, with a salary and benefits, I was 
motivated to begin my Ph.D. program. I know, that sounds crazy, right? When I 
was continuing to live as an adjunct with a temporary contract and no guarantee 
of anything, why would I invest more time and energy into a degree I wasn’t sure 
I could even use for a full-time job? As fellow adjuncts can attest, it is a calling, I 
suppose. 

Working in one county, going to night classes in another, and living in a 
third made for a taxing two years of coursework, but I did it. I lived this routine 
through all my doctoral coursework. While ABD, I applied for tenure-track jobs 
and landed one! I quickly packed up and moved, feeling pretty lucky to be one 
of the chosen few, the 40 percent who made it out of the adjunct lifestyle. I have 
been at that job ever since, circa 2007.

Chair Experience (Kim)
Our department has consistently struggled with and been overburdened by the 
number of students we are trying to serve with only a few full-time faculty mem-
bers. This means we rely on cross-departmental support from full-time faculty 
members as well as support from adjuncts who are professionals in another ca-
reer field rather than part-timers looking for a full-time position. But I’d be lying 
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if I said we don’t also rely on adjuncts who teach for us and at other institutions 
part-time as well, sometimes covering more classes in a semester than some full-
time faculty members teach in an entire year. 

Because my story in administration has consisted almost solely of survival for 
most of my tenure as chair, I admit to not being sensitive or considerate to the 
adjunct situation until very recently when one of my part-timers noted how close 
to the start of the semester he received his contract. Murray states that this kind of 
“job insecurity” is only made worse by a host of other issues (238). In light of this 
conversation, I realized that I was seeing only a small glimpse of a much bigger 
and possibly more frustrating problem. 

Many, or maybe all, adjuncts tend to be treated as a disrespected afterthought 
in the grand scheme of semester planning. In his analysis, Murray reveals con-
cerning situations in which contingent faculty are “sometimes treated as virtual-
ly invisible by some departments that take contingent labor for granted” (238). 
While we may not mean to do so, the point is that we are not considering all 
faculty as equals. 

I hope that by starting this conversation with adjuncts about what they need 
and then taking those needs to the administration, we can begin to change this 
pattern on my campus. After the conversation with my colleague, I set forth to 
write a document to pass along to the administration. This “work in progress” 
included several concerns, such as late contracts and the “onboarding” of new 
adjuncts in regard to parking, computer use, and other matters that, as a full-time 
faculty member for a number of years, I now take for granted. 

As I wrote, I realized something about my own experience that should have 
taken place but never did. If only I’d been mentored and trained regarding what 
to expect as a new faculty member, where to find what I needed, and who to ask 
for help, I might have been able to avoid some of the awkward and even embar-
rassing moments early in my teaching career. 

Sure, being mistaken for a student isn’t necessarily a terrible thing, but at the 
same time, it’s difficult to expect respect or inclusion from colleagues who don’t 
know you exist. And further, it’s impossible to feel valued. Sadly, as William Pan-
napacker states, many faculty members do not feel “adequately valued,” a prob-
lem that left him wondering whether he should leave academia altogether, and 
this as a tenured faculty member. It’s shocking to note that, while the problems 
considered in this chapter begin in the adjunct realm, they are pervasive across 
every level of “success” in academe. Perhaps creating a consistent system of on-
boarding adjuncts and making them part of the structure of the institution will 
not only change feelings of isolation and being undervalued, but it might also 
begin a trend for all faculty members to feel relevant in their departments and 
institutions. 

And that is my next endeavor as a department chair, a tactic I hope will elimi-
nate or at the very least minimize the challenges of being an adjunct faculty mem-
ber or even a new full-time faculty member at our institution. Currently, I’ve be-
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gun writing a document listing and explaining common onboarding procedures 
with the goal of creating a consistent system for not only our department but also 
the entire college. 

As I indicated earlier, I don’t see our system as being ineffective, but that 
doesn’t mean there isn’t room for improvement. And, as Jessica Schreyer notes, 
“If enough people are engaging in these conversations, progress can be made to-
ward excellent working conditions for all faculty” (98). Finding the issues within 
our system and working to address and improve them for our contingent faculty 
members is the least I can do in my role as an administrator. I’m happy to report 
that my dean is supportive and excited about the ideas and would like to work 
with me on it so that we can pass them along to the administration. 

Chair Experience (Joanna)
My school relies heavily on adjuncts to fill our schedule. The ratio is sadly like 
many schools, with about 40 sections taught by our full-time faculty members 
and the remaining 60 sections taught by our adjunct faculty members. 

I work for a two-year community college and belong to a department with 11 
full-time faculty members and 54 adjuncts. The role I am in is of co-chair, an ad-
vocate for our faculty but not an administrative role in the traditional sense. My 
co-chair and I do not see ourselves as “in charge” of the department but rather as 
advocates for our faculty. In our department, co-chairs rotate every three years on 
a staggered schedule, always having an experienced chair in place as the new one 
rotates in. This creates a sense of continuity but also serves as a reminder that we 
are only in that role for a short period of time. 

Serving as an advocate for 54 temporary, part-time, non-tenure-track faculty 
members, I realized that forcing them to teach fewer than 12 credits to avoid 
the institution having to provide them with healthcare insurance is inhumane. I 
know what it is like wondering how to pay the heating bill and sitting under piles 
of blankets grading papers late at night after having taught six classes over the 
course of 12 hours in three counties. I have been there. I want to be a better advo-
cate, but how? My adjuncts are worth more than $792 per credit hour, especially 
when faced with a pandemic. 

As I noted earlier, one of the biggest pieces to feeling my worth when I was 
an adjunct was feeling like I mattered, like my voice and presence were recog-
nized. As a result, as co-chair, I have invited our adjuncts to come to commit-
tee meetings about our course outlines and book adoptions and to department 
meetings. I want them to know we appreciate their contribution, which trans-
lates to teaching nearly 100 sections a semester, more than double what our 
full-time faculty members are teaching but without the same professional and 
financial support, geographical landing space of an office, and daily interactions 
with other faculty members about our pedagogy, a dynamic I find so incredibly 
invigorating as a teacher. 
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In its “An Army of Temps” report, the American Federation of Teachers 
points out the finding that “faculty in contingent positions are often cut out of de-
partment and institution-wide planning, though they may teach the majority of 
some types of courses, especially in community colleges and at the introductory 
and developmental levels in four-year institutions” (7). When most of the faculty 
members on a campus are adjunct, why are they left in the margins when it comes 
to decision making? With that said, involvement is incredibly challenging on the 
adjuncts’ end while they do that traveling from school to school and prepping 
along the way. Finding the time to commit to these involvements is not easy. I 
know that. Sometimes being in my role of co-chair is overwhelming, always re-
membering how hard their job is, but I will keep fighting.

Seeing more and more full-time tenured faculty members at my institution 
retiring and not being replaced, our statistic of adjunct to full-time faculty mem-
bers are growing increasingly disproportionate. We must rely on adjunct faculty 
members and, therefore, must treasure their desire for inclusion. How do we do 
that?

Solutions (Kim)
I am not about to pretend that the small, private college where I work is a perfect 
place or that it has the answers to the challenges that likely will continue to be 
there for adjuncts. I also can’t, and won’t, say that stepping into the world of ac-
ademia as an adjunct faculty member, whether as one with the intention of pur-
suing a full-time teaching position or as one who is content to stay in an adjunct 
role while working full-time in another profession, is a wise plan. However, I can 
say that there are some things to keep in mind. 

I hope my story illustrates that there is hope in academia, but at the same 
time, I truly understand that my experience is rare and not without its flaws. 
My institution does not offer tenure, but instead yearly contracts, which to some 
could be seen as problematic. 

Most adjuncts struggle to attain full-time, or even stable, employment in aca-
demia, and many never succeed. Schreyer states that her attempts to support con-
tingent faculty members and improve working conditions at her institution fell 
short of addressing “the most critical issues facing contingent faculty, including 
pay, stability, and promotion” (84). Even with the involvement of individuals with 
a sensitive eye toward adjunct faculty members, solutions require institutional 
support that can be hard to achieve.

I understand and acknowledge the rarity of being one of the few to make the 
leap from the precarious adjunct world to the more stable, full-time one. To pur-
sue full-time employment in academia means a lot of thankless hard work with 
no guarantee there will be any reward in the end. Because I entered the profession 
out of necessity with no intention of staying, it is possible that I didn’t set myself 
up for disappointment. Perhaps that is a takeaway. Perhaps not. 
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After all, my recent foray into administration as a department chair came in the 
same way my teaching career did—without applying or pursuing the opportunity. 
And from the start, being chair has been fraught with drama and challenges for 
which I was largely unprepared. I’m not necessarily on an easier road, and in all this 
analysis, I didn’t even touch on the difficulties of being a woman in academia, not to 
mention one who was under 30 years old when she took that first adjunct position. 
Those will have to be issues for another, different chapter in the future. 

Most of my colleagues who have made the leap from adjunct work to full-time 
employment successfully have done so with a foot firmly planted in another ca-
reer—something to fall back on. It’s possible this was out of necessity with their fi-
nancial situations or life plans, and in some cases the “other” career was a passion 
and came easily. This also might have allowed them the flexibility and courage to 
take the leap to academia with an awareness of that “Plan B” as a place to go back 
to should their adjunct work fall through. 

While I’m not sure I’d necessarily do anything differently in my path to be-
coming a full-time faculty member and then chair of the department, having more 
support in my early years as well as a set of expectations for what this career would 
entail might have been helpful. As Wes Anthony et al. note, “The structure of most 
institutional systems [does] not provide a platform for these part-time teaching 
professionals to have any real voice on matters concerning the classroom, their 
teaching practices, training or decisions that apply to the departments in which 
they teach” (3). In light of this, it’s likely that my problem is one that transcends my 
institution, and yet the solution is one that must start at that very level. 

Anthony et al. continues, “Full-time faculty, especially those who serve as 
Discipline Chairs and in other adjunct supervisory roles, must promote Profes-
sional Development opportunities that involve adjunct faculty” (5). Like Anthony 
et al. suggest, I’d certainly have appreciated a “big picture” plan and a helping 
hand to navigate through contracts, difficult colleagues, and effective classroom 
management when I was an adjunct. Now, as a department chair, it is my role to 
offer such support to my contingent faculty members.

Schreyer’s work and analysis illustrates something all department chairs 
should address, which is that if we work to understand the nuances of the specific 
contingent faculty situation at our institutions, we can work locally at improving 
those conditions (83-100). Schreyer states that her goal, and I would argue the 
goal of all department chairs, should be to “help create positive change” (90), and 
she also notes that if we “truly want high-quality programs, we must discuss not 
only the needs of students in those programs, but the needs of the faculty as well” 
(91). Her implied and understood meaning is that administration must under-
stand the needs of not only our students but of all of our faculty members—ten-
ured, non-tenured, full-time, and contingent part-timers—as well. 

I can’t change the path I took as an adjunct faculty member all those years ago, 
but certainly I can learn from my experience and use my position now to ensure 
inclusion for part-time faculty members. By taking small, purposeful steps to dis-
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cover, articulate, and solve the problems facing our adjunct faculty, I can become 
part of what will hopefully be a trend in higher education to improve working 
conditions for all. 

Solutions (Joanna)
My story is quite unlike Kim’s in that I have always wanted to teach, never imag-
ining much outside of academe. I was one of the ones Kim references who set 
herself up for disappointments. There were many of them, including the incredi-
ble hours without fair compensation as an adjunct: working 70- or 80-hour work 
weeks as a tenure-track and eventually tenured full professor at least comes with 
much better compensation than adjuncts receive. 

While I would like to see a world of unionized adjuncts or a profession where-
in 80 percent of courses were taught by full-time faculty members who receive 
reliable, respectful salaries and benefits, that does not seem to be the reality of life 
for most of academia. Instead, full-time instructors and professors must advocate 
for and include adjunct faculty members. We must also recognize the increas-
ing trend of full-time lines being replaced with even more adjunct positions as 
full-time faculty members retire, saving the institutions money but putting de-
partments that employ a large number of adjuncts at risk of losing their voices. 
Adjuncts matter to all of us, despite their $792 dollar per credit-hour salary they 
earn at my college.

My position as co-chair has afforded me the opportunity to advocate for my 
department’s adjuncts in order to curate a more positive experience for them, 
which, in turn, will improve student and institutional success. Richard L. Wag-
oner, citing Wood and Hilton, offers “five paradigms that can be considered in 
ethical decision-making” that I believe apply to my role at my community college: 
an “ethics of justice” that asks us to make decisions that focus on “the good of the 
majority, the most good for the most people”; an “ethics of critique” in which we 
“question decisions that can and do reinforce inequities even if those decisions 
benefit the largest number of people and are based on accepted laws, policies, and 
procedures”; an “ethics of profession” that “focuses on the norms, practices, and 
guidelines of particular professions”; and an “ethics of local community” through 
which “decisions should be made contemplating the greatest good to the local 
community” (91). 

It is incredibly difficult to advocate for the over 50 people working as adjuncts 
in my department when I have no real power to help with compensation and 
when I can only wish I could provide them with the opportunity I have to work 
full time with benefits, but I apply these ethical considerations to my decisions as 
co-chair for my department, which is comprised significantly by adjuncts, so that 
I can reinvigorate my department. What does that mean logistically? 

College department heads need to include their adjuncts in committee work, 
including work on issues of curriculum development, student success initiatives, 
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and on-campus departmental promotion. Adjuncts should also be included in 
departmental decisions and meetings. Full-time faculty members need to actively 
mentor adjunct faculty members, helping them through their professional expe-
riences. We need to advocate for inclusion of adjuncts in contract negotiations to 
improve their pay, benefits, and teaching schedules. These initiatives will improve 
adjuncts’ sense of professional worth and self-worth. In turn, their attitudes, ac-
cessibility, and engagement with students on campus will improve. 

Our departments will become thriving communities for students who will re-
turn to their studies so they can continue to see the adjunct faculty members who 
are their teachers. I would love to see the day when our department and division 
meetings are held in lecture halls instead of small conference spaces, filled with 
hundreds of adjuncts attending, talking, collaborating, and building relationships 
with our full-time faculty members. Building up adjunct faculty members emo-
tionally, psychologically, and professionally is how we will begin to see their lives, 
our lives, our students’ lives, and our institutions’ lives all improve tenfold.

Rather than accepting the dystopian depictions of the future of adjunct life 
continuing like this or possibly getting worse, what can we do to make it a better 
world? As the burden of college enrollment turns on the shoulders of the taxpay-
ers, as the dynamic of the college campus changes, and as the pandemic lingers 
on, driving more courses online, the cheaper adjunct workforce will always have 
work, but at what cost?
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Chapter 17. Adjuncting without 
Anguish: A 21st Century Roadmap 
to Success for Contingent Faculty

Devan Bissonette
Niagara University 

“If you’re here and other places,” a program coordinator recently told me, “it’s easy 
to put it into autopilot and [cut] corners, overwhelmed a little bit in what you’re do-
ing.” The solution, he explained, was mandating a term off each year for all adjunct 
(contingent) faculty. This admin-splaining, said without evidence or logic—telling 
adjuncts the problem is them, not the system, and the solution is less work (making 
the situation worse, not better)—is the type of approach that causes so much of the 
low morale among the adjunct population in the academic world today. 

According to the American Association of University Professors (AAUP), 
more than 60 percent of faculty members are non-tenure track (“Background 
Facts”). Today, 40 percent of adjuncts struggle to pay their bills, and about 1/3 
earn less than $25,000 a year, and since the average salary for a class hovers 
around $3,500 and can be as low as $2,000 (Flaherty, “Barely Getting By”), an 
adjunct has to teach as many as 13 classes a year to rise above the poverty line 
(Schlaerth 6-7), which the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Of-
fice of the Assistant Secretary of Planning and Evaluation defines as $26,500 for 
a family of four (“2021 Poverty Guidelines”). No wonder that as of 2014, about 90 
percent of adjuncts were working at least one other job (Flaherty, “Congress”).

Back in 2009, I was a full year into the academic job market search. As I was 
applying for yet another full-time job at an institution for which I didn’t want to 
work in yet another place where I didn’t want to live, I started to see academia in 
a different light, something more corporate, something less humane, something, 
at worst, soul-sucking. I knew I still wanted an academic career, but I wanted it 
on my terms, and that is when I started to consider adjuncting. While much of 
the focus on adjunct life understandably paints a pretty dim picture, there are 
ways to make a living and still get some satisfaction out of such a career path. In 
the following paragraphs, I hope to shine a light how one can make the adjunct 
life sustainable as well as reflect on how we as adjuncts can use our voice to help 
improve working conditions today and in the future. 

Strategic Adjuncting
Originally, adjuncting gave professionals in non-teaching fields a way to share 
their knowledge and experience while still retaining their positions in their re-
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spective careers, and it also gave graduate students a way to get their feet wet 
as teachers (Schlaerth 6). Today, though, adjuncts—the most high-risk faculty 
members in terms of pay and status—often are tasked with instructing at-risk 
students, who inevitably demand extra time and attention, and those increased 
demands on adjuncts already stretched thin trying to make ends meet lead to 
poor outcomes for students and faculty alike (Kezar and DePaola 32-33; Mc-
Naughtan et al. 12). While the pressures on adjuncts are unquestionably vast, I 
have found three key areas, detailed in the following, where some of the worst 
negatives adjuncts face can be turned into positives to carve out a meaningful 
career as contingent faculty members.

Online, Asynchronous Teaching

Knowing that the cost alone of driving to multiple schools to teach wasn’t sustain-
able on an adjunct’s salary, I quickly found that asynchronous, online teaching 
allowed me far more flexibility to make my own schedule while managing other 
responsibilities. The growth of the for-profit sector has opened up plenty of such 
jobs (Proper 97-98), often with wages that outstrip those at more traditional col-
leges if one takes into account how much more frequently classes tend to run. 

I have taught as many as 13 classes at a time to make ends meet, with children, 
older parents, and a myriad of other time pressures to balance simultaneously. 
Were it not for the flexibility of online, asynchronous teaching, there is simply no 
way adjuncting would be financially sustainable if I had to be in specific places at 
specific times.

Pre-packaged Courses 

This is perhaps one of the dirtier phrases in academia right now, as it takes ac-
ademic freedom away from instructors in lieu of a common curriculum into 
which faculty members can be easily placed. The general impetus to that strategy, 
as one dean put it, is to make programs “lean and very responsive” (Roscorla), yet 
the little financial data there is throws into question whether this adjunct-heavy 
model is either lean or responsive (Ginsberg 125-160; Hearn and Burns 351-353). 

If universities are convinced that wasting the subject matter expertise of ad-
juncts through this type of course design is the way to go (Kezar and DePaola 37), 
this opens an opportunity for adjuncts to focus on building rapport with students 
to best achieve course outcomes. When I am expected to teach a course that is 
ready to go as soon as I’m hired, I immediately focus on making the course my 
own in discussion, feedback, and announcements. This not only helps me focus 
my prep work, but it also addresses what students demand most from online 
faculty, a clear sense of presence (Nye 120). In an age in which one student review 
can close the door to future employment, focusing on students helps me justify to 
employers my continued adjunct employment and has proven time and again to 
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be a great way for me to show through positive student reviews in my application 
materials that I can make an employer’s course designs work for students. 

Another factor that makes pre-packaged classes look that much more attrac-
tive, aside from the constant fear of having a course you put a lot of work into 
designing canceled, is the idea that a class you design actually does you more 
harm than good. One university where I taught informed us that our classes, 
once designed, were its property and thus anyone could teach them (which later, 
in fact, happened to me). 

At another school, when my class was shifted to a tenured faculty member—
because full-timers couldn’t fill up their own courses— I was told by this faculty 
member that she wouldn’t be “teaching the course with the materials [I] had al-
ready loaded” and that her choice was “apart from whatever position the college 
is currently taking.” Whether it’s worth investing time and effort into designing a 
course that you might not end up teaching is worth considering.

Distance from a Department’s Epicenter 

“The full-timers are meeting this Friday” to discuss the new syllabus plan for the 
course I was scheduled to teach, I was told by a department chair while writing 
this very article. “I’d prefer to get their feedback” before putting the new course 
design into place, the chair said. This type of conversation, where the input of 
part-timers is flippantly ignored, is one that adjuncts know well. Adjuncts not 
only can be structurally separated from their full-time counterparts but also can 
be separated physically by placing their offices away from the department’s hub, 
and their place within a department’s structure no doubt relates to the struggles 
of the adjunct to make ends meet (Finley; Prosper 106-107; Schlaerth 5). 

According to a recent study, over half of faculty surveyed (full- and part-time) 
report issues with burnout and cite decisions by their administrations as a key 
point of stress; not coincidently, about the same amount report that more sup-
portive decisions by higher-ups would reduce their current stress levels (“Faculty 
Wellness”), levels that have doubled since 2019 “Fidelity Investments”). 

At the almost dozen schools where I have taught, department drama has nev-
er been in short supply. Taking sides, especially against a department chair, rarely 
bodes well for contingent faculty. So, not only can distance make the heart grow 
fonder, it also can allow for space from departmental squabbling, making it far 
easier to avoid taking sides that could affect one’s future employment—and it 
helps reduce stress as well. 

Finding Power in the Process
Finding ways around the realities of the profession to live sustainably are not just 
about adjuncts and their happiness, stability, and so forth. There is a huge trick-
le-down effect across academia. As one professor lamented, university administra-
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tors often forget the reality that to achieve student success, you need the faculty and 
staff to be in a good place, too (Lashuel). The recognition that adjuncts’ well-being 
is damaged because of their unequal treatment is certainly nothing new. About 
two-thirds of college senates lack any means for adjunct participation, and about 
half report no meaningful power for adjuncts in faculty governance, even indirect-
ly. Coupled with the loss of control over syllabi, adjuncts are swiftly losing power 
in this new world order of higher education, and as well-meaning as full-time fac-
ulty members may be, adjuncts understand their situation in a way others do not, 
so lacking representation in university governance does matter (Finkelstein et al. 
460, 485; Finley; Schlaerth 11). Yet, since adjuncts teach a majority of classes, they 
retain a huge, latent power over how colleges operate.

So, what can adjuncts do to improve the situation? Individually, options are 
limited, but here I think it essential that adjuncts remember that there is power in 
numbers and that they have a huge advantage there. Adjunct strikes or walkouts 
are one way to get attention, as they can grind a campus to a halt. Especially as 
teaching in higher education is increasingly viewed as a service profession, more 
and more unions have been willing to support adjuncts and their rights. Such 
backing from otherwise strange bedfellows such as the United Auto Workers and 
others provide adjuncts a key platform to present their concerns (Schlaerth 7-8). 

There were 42 faculty strikes between 2012 and 2018, and adjuncts and full-
time faculty participated in almost all of them (Duncan 504; Flaherty, “New Data 
on Faculty Strikes”). However, in the case of Wright State University, ads for “long 
term” adjuncts were put out in an attempt to break the strike there (Pettit), show-
ing how easily adjuncts can be cast as enemies of the full-time faculty. On the oth-
er hand, there have been some recent successes using this collective approach that 
give credence to it as a tool to spark change. For example, faculty protests in New 
Jersey recently produced a $230 per-credit-hour bump in adjunct pay (Carrera). 

Strikes may seem a bit extreme, but after years of inaction and indifference 
from administrators, it often takes something extraordinary to start to effect 
change. However, the contingent faculty simply being recognized as a bargaining 
unit within their colleges has shown positive results. At both Elon University and 
Ithaca College, recent decisions by arbiters have affirmed that adjuncts are in fact 
employees under the National Labor Relations Act and thus have a right to orga-
nize (Salvatore et al.). This development is important for adjuncts, as collective 
bargaining is critical in giving them power to do more than just take-it-or-leave-it 
with respect to contracts (Duncan 576-84). 

Representation, of course, is about more than just portraying adjuncts as 
some amorphous blob of faculty that share the same characteristics. Race, class, 
and other individualized elements do much to frame the adjunct experience (Fla-
herty, “Barely Getting By”; Hesli and Lee). With non-tenure-track jobs on the 
upswing, these positions have become the dominant means to usher in more tra-
ditionally under-represented groups into teaching at the college level, particularly 
at two-year colleges (Flaherty, “More Faculty Diversity”; McNaughtan et al. 22). 
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While the growth of adjunct faculty positions may not mean more power 
over administrative decision-making, this situation opens up a huge door for 
adjunct faculty members to educate students about the academic hiring system 
and the world they are playing a part in supporting. This is a good reminder of 
the power we adjuncts have to fuel generational change about issues far broader 
than education. 

Reflection
“Adjuncts allow departments to provide the course offerings so our students can 
graduate on time,” notes Kevin Guskiewicz, former interim chancellor at the Uni-
versity of North Carolina, “while allowing our tenure-track faculty to balance 
teaching, scholarship and service” (Douglas-Gabriel). This says it all—adjuncts 
exist so full-timers can research, write, and mentor and so students can move 
through college swiftly to make room for new students and new enrollment dol-
lars. The scholarship and service of an adjunct is not valued. The lack of respect 
(financially or otherwise) we are accorded in practice in higher education shows 
that we are viewed by those in charge of the system as the necessary evil. 

Since I began full-time adjuncting in 2009, I have taught for almost a doz-
en schools. I left the first after I found out it recruited students from homeless 
shelters. Yet even at that institution, adjuncts were given more of a voice and 
recognition than at other, more “reputable” colleges where I have worked. As ad-
juncts, we walk a fine line between making money, maintaining our personal 
ethics, supporting students, and ensuring our individual happiness. There is no 
hard-and-fast primer to determine the right balance, as these are intensely indi-
vidual choices we all must make when navigating the adjunct world. Don’t ignore 
these decisions, and do not be surprised that the more you adjunct, the more lines 
become blurred. 

Being an adjunct means you’ll see academia in a way you probably didn’t be-
fore, and it will change you and what you want out of your academic career. Em-
brace that, and don’t feel shackled by past decisions or current departments. Keep 
your CV current and never feel you aren’t being transparent with your current 
employers by looking to see what’s out there. There is little to lose in seeing if the 
grass is, in fact, greener elsewhere, especially when a department will drop you 
at a moment’s notice, as you have no contract it needs to worry about violating.

As Christopher Newfield argues, the “Great Mistake” that academia made was 
to forget that higher education is a public good and to instead come to value 
profit over the social impact of the college experience for all involved (492). For 
now, though, while I expect the profit motive is here to stay, we must remember 
adjuncts are producers, not just consumers, in the higher education system. We 
do have power within it to carve out a niche that allows us to pursue an academic 
career within the sphere of adjuncting. Whether the benefits of working within 
the system are worth the pressures is entirely an individual choice, but if adjuncts 
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leverage their individual choices and collective wills, there is still ample hope 
the profession’s drawbacks can lessen and its benefits rise, not just for those who 
teach, but for everyone in higher education in the future. 
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Part IV. Bye, Felicia

The closing section of this collection is a collection of pieces for readers who 
are considering leaving academia, partially or fully, for greener pastures. At one 
time, this was thought of as a failure. Some may still feel that way, which is highly 
regrettable. What individuals going into academic careers must realize is that it’s 
not you that makes this work challenging—it’s the scheme. The system is bro-
ken and prides itself on disposable, cheap labor. Therefore, if anyone can better 
themselves, or must better their circumstances, in terms of obtaining healthcare 
coverage, raising a family, buying a home, and so on, more power to them. It’s not 
shameful. It’s simply looking out for the greater good. 

• In “Breaking Up with Higher Ed,” Lee Kottner chronicles how she gave 
up on the freeway flyer lifestyle due to sheer exhaustion and poverty-like 
wages. She states, “I now work for a great non-profit, with fantastic col-
leagues, a better salary than I’ve ever made in my life, excellent health 
benefits, and a growing retirement fund. We just formed a union, too, for 
which I’m a shop steward.”

• Andrea Verschaeve and Jason Porath were both ABDs in their doctoral 
studies when they realized an academic career wasn’t the path they want-
ed to choose. They now both teach and work within the North Carolina 
state prison system, where they are happier, hold a great deal of profes-
sional freedom, and are compensated fairly.

• In “Contracting and Consulting: Crafting a Career,” Ian S. Ray and Brandi 
Wren use their combined 25 years of experience as adjuncts and inde-
pendent contractors to explore three areas in which adjuncts may find 
non-teaching, contract-based work: research support, educational sup-
port, and administrative support.

• Steven Yates explores in his chapter the history of anti-intellectualism 
and neoliberalism in the US and how those two forces have combined 
to create the academic precariat of today. He uses his personal story to 
show the similarities between working on the non-academic gig econo-
my and working as an adjunct, and he advocates for creating a new net-
work of thinkers willing to live and work outside of current exploitative 
systems. 

• In “We Are the University,” Debra Leigh Scott discusses her academic 
journey, where she found herself “teaching year after year on one-semes-
ter, low-wage, single-course contracts.” She says, “Although my teaching 
wages were desperately low, I was able to cobble together an income by 
teaching at multiple universities.” She advocates for contingent faculty 
leaving colleges and universities in a mass exodus, which would bring all 
higher education campuses to their knees overnight. 
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• BC Dickenson tells of adjuncting for many years with a side job of mow-
ing lawns just to keep afloat. Then, at the age of 50, he accepted a ten-
ure-track position to work with a group of kindred-spirit comrades at 
a small, unionized community college. Now, he issues a common-sense 
warning to those who are trying to “make it” in academia about making 
sure you love your work. 

At this time in 2022, academia seems to be at a crossroads. The United States 
and other countries in the world are in the midst of what’s being called the Great 
Resignation, caused by working conditions during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Contingent faculty, no doubt, have felt this pinch more than anyone else in the ac-
ademic ranks. Along with concerns about how well their health is being protected 
at work during the pandemic comes the constant pull between the heart (love of 
teaching) vs. head (can I support myself doing this?). I would not tell individuals 
what to do with their careers, but the current setup is that of an unethical and 
unkind business model. It is my hope this collection helps people, whether that’s 
by inspiring them to carry on, strike, or find alternative work elsewhere. In the 
end, educators should know their worth, and they are deserving of all the support 
in the world.
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Chapter 18. Breaking Up with Higher Ed 

Lee Kottner
Formerly New Jersey City University 

and City University of New York

It’s mid-January. I’m waiting for spring semester to start so I’ll have a paycheck 
again. I am reading submissions for Teaching Poor1 and just . . . weeping, for my 
colleagues and my students, for all of us. Right here in the coffee shop, surround-
ed by tenth grade teachers half my age, who make at least twice what I do. Not 
that I resent what they make; they deserve it and more. I resent the money-grub-
bers and corporate pirates who devalue the people like me who trained these 
teachers. It’s the unions that ensure these young teachers are able to make a living, 
the unions that are starting to fight back against the high-stakes testing mentality 
that is robbing students of precious class time, and the unions that take a stand 
against the poverty that pushes so many of us out of a profession we love deeply. 

More and more of my higher education colleagues are unionizing, too, but 
not with the traditional teachers’ unions, AFT or NEA, because K-12 has its own 
struggles right now and its unions can’t afford to divide their focus to fight for 
higher education at the same time. So, many of us have turned to the auto and 
steel and service workers’ unions to fight for us. The reality is that unions are pret-
ty toothless at this point in America’s history and whatever concessions we win 
from what the adjunct/contingent/precariat movement calls badmin—a certain 
breed of overpaid, non-teaching, business-oriented administrator—will be won 
with as much blood, sweat, and tears as the Bread and Roses labor movement, 
fueled by the rank and file in the classrooms. We want to join unions that have 
experience with those kinds of fights because we know it’s going to be dirty and 
ugly clawing our way back into the middle class. And we’re not even talking about 
tenure here.

Tenure—what one contingent colleague calls the reward for surviving the feu-
dalism of earning a Ph.D.—used to be the proverbial brass ring for post-second-
ary academics. It’s not the sinecure that the public thinks it is, but it at least used 
to carry with it the promise of protected academic speech in return for the duties 
of teaching, research, and academic and public service. Physicist Peter Higgs, 
who proposed the existence of that elementary particle bearing his name, has 
rather shockingly stated that he probably would not get tenure now because the 
requirements have increased so much (Aitkenhead). It’s becoming increasingly 
common for administrators, despite what colleagues might say about awarding 
tenure to scholars who’ve spent five or six years working in good faith toward that 

1.  Teaching Poor was the working title of the project I handed off to editor Dr. Natalie 
Dorfeld, who brought it to the finish line as the book you’re reading now.

https://doi.org/10.37514/PRA-B.2022.1589.2.18
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goal, to deny tenure for faculty members, making them start all over somewhere 
else, if they can even get another job offer after having been denied tenure once 
already. New blood is cheaper.

It’s even easier to “fire” contingent instructors: just tell us there are no class-
es available next semester and hire someone far more pliable and submissive, 
some eager new graduate or an ABD (all but dissertation) who isn’t fed up and 
desperate enough to cause trouble. Our contingent positions make us wary of 
trying new pedagogical techniques, make us afraid to push our students too hard 
or grade too stringently, make us less effective and rigorous than we want to be 
or should be, rob us of the time to prepare well or grade thoroughly. Learning is 
hard, frustrating, contentious, combative. Students often don’t see why we ask 
them to do the things we do—to read this book, do this project, write this paper, 
look up that reference, give that presentation, come prepared to class, make sure 
those citations are correct—until years later. 

We are too hard, assign too much work, expect too much, except when we’re 
not and we don’t for fear student “customer” complaints will cost us our job. The 
truth is, teaching is not about simply drilling facts into our students’ heads; it’s 
showing them what they can do with facts and information and how to find them. 
Little wonder our students are deemed not ready for the business world when we 
are constrained from challenging them to grow and think for themselves. And 
yet, ironically, it’s the customer service model of education that is producing this 
result: student as customer, professor as salesclerk, diplomas and degrees as retail 
goods—all supported by cheap labor while admin is busy protecting the brand 
from anything seen as controversy, whether that’s considering the situation of 
Palestine or acknowledging forms of discrimination on campus. It’s hard to learn 
how to be a problem solver when people keep giving you the answers for the test 
to make their own performance data look better.

Little wonder I am weeping in the coffee shop.
By now, members of the public are starting to realize that our higher edu-

cation system no longer conforms to either their cherished memories or their 
hopeful ideals. The cost of tuition has, according to one popular measure, ris-
en 1,120 percent since 1978 (Shafrir), the year I graduated from high school and 
made my way, as the first in my dad’s family to do so, to Chatham College, a small 
private women’s college in Pittsburgh, now a university that has quadrupled in 
enrollment and cost. My years as a student are a stark contrast to what I endured 
as an adjunct professor. My tuition was equivalent to buying a new car each year, 
something my family could never afford, but I was given federal grants and loans 
as well as school grants and graduated with a mere $4,000 of debt. 

But more importantly, that tiny liberal arts college of 600 students was an 
oasis of learning and community. I felt like a glutton at a banquet each time I reg-
istered for classes. My professors were accessible to the point of chumminess; in 
the English department, it wasn’t unheard of to have Friday sherry with our profs 
or to sit in their offices for hours talking about books and the world. Some of my 
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most formative learning experiences occurred in those out-of-class encounters 
with my professors, almost all of whom were tenured or working toward it. I had 
not even heard the word “adjunct” in connection with professors then.

In graduate school, I became one. Not only did I have a teaching fellowship at 
Michigan State University, but I was hired along with two of my fellow first-year 
colleagues to teach introductory composition at a nearby community college. I 
was just feeling my way into teaching, and I panicked, believing I was totally 
inadequate to the job. That I didn’t turn out to be completely inept and that I 
learned over four years to be pretty darn good in the classroom was thanks to 
some expert tutoring and supervision by my full-time, tenured professors, who 
had time and means to be great mentors and who were even chummier than my 
undergrad professors. 

We went to the same conferences, hung out in each others’ offices, drank in 
the same bars, attended the same parties, and met up when travelling abroad over 
the summer. Class continued over beer and peanuts or wine and cheese. Life-long 
colleagues were cultivated over coffee. I was in heaven. I was being paid to teach, 
to learn, to think. The pay wasn’t much, but there was the promise of more, of a 
steady career in which I could mentor my own students and nurture more intel-
lectual relationships and personal friendships and learn more stuff. 

And then there wasn’t.
In the mid to late 1980s, full-time academic jobs dried up. I saw the writing 

on the wall and escaped without massive student debt by not finishing my Ph.D., 
which by then would have been in medieval history, a now-hopeless field for 
full-time employment. I bailed out of New York University, where I’d gone after 
switching fields, and took up the peripatetic life of a freelance, part-time editor, 
which, until the 2008 recession hit and work dried up in that field, too, had been 
paying fairly well. I went back to adjunct teaching because those jobs were still 
abundant. But the pay had barely changed since I’d last done the work 20 years 
before as a supplement to freelancing. I watched my savings dwindle, my retire-
ment fund sputter and stall and nosedive, my bills pile up. Twenty-five years later, 
I was back in the same position I was in right after moving to New York City as 
a 26-year-old grad student: broke, with no prospects, and up to my eyeballs in 
credit card debt and back taxes I couldn’t pay. 

Like my cousins who worked on the factory line in Pontiac, Michigan, build-
ing cars, I found my career outsourced to cheaper workers, in this case, my own 
colleagues, both younger and older. Tenure lines, which once accounted for the 
majority of academic faculty positions, have been disappearing at an alarming 
rate over the last 30 years, until the ratio of tenured to contingent instructors 
(which includes full-time, untenured lecturers on one- to five-year contracts, 
graduate assistants, and adjuncts hired on a semester-to-semester basis full or 
part time) has completely reversed itself (Griffey). Now, approximately 75 per-
cent of faculty everywhere in the country are contingent, and non-tenure track 
instructors are paid a fraction of what our tenured colleagues earn (Data Snap-
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shot). We work without healthcare benefits, without retirement plans, without job 
security, all of which affect our ability to teach well.2

Students are paying ever-increasing tuition for instruction far inferior to what 
I received as an undergraduate and graduate student, not because the instructors 
are somehow worse or less intelligent, but because of time constraints imposed 
upon us by the scramble to make a living. Let me repeat: it’s not that we’re unqual-
ified or inferior, it’s that we’re prevented from doing our best work by the lack of 
institutional support; faculty working conditions are student learning conditions. 
Contingent faculty members teach the vast majority of the so-called general edu-
cation or foundational/introductory courses in most disciplines, the ones crucial 
to making further semesters successful. Yet we have no or little time to mentor 
or tutor the students who need it most. Too many of us teach as many as seven to 
nine classes a semester, online and in person, to make ends meet.

During the fall semester of 2014, I taught four different classes at three univer-
sities in two states, traveling an average of six hours a day just to get from one to 
the other. And I had it comparatively easy. Many of my colleagues drive hundreds 
of miles a week in their commutes, as so-called “freeway flyers” or “road scholars” 
(ha ha). My gross adjusted income? About $28,000, in New York City. Imagine 
trying to raise a child on that, let alone a special needs child as Brianne Bolin has 
done in Chicago (Quart).

I was never going to get tenure with just a master’s degree (though that was 
once possible at a community college), and I was fine with that. It’s one of the 
conditions that left me free to speak out about the ruination of higher education 
without fear. I had no career path to jeopardize. But that’s one of the factors that 
keeps so many of us silent. Every now and then, one of us lands a tenure-track job, 
and it encourages the other doctors and all-but-doctors to engage in the kind of 
magical thinking that they, too, might get one, if only they don’t jeopardize their 
chances, if only they freely share their painstakingly developed new class with a 
tenured colleague, if only they take this unpaid professional development course, 
if only they grovel prettily enough to the head of the department or the dean. 

I, too, was fearful and silent for a long time, until I read Caprice Lawless’ blog 
entry, “Teaching Poverty at the Community College.” It wasn’t a punch in the 
gut; it was a kick in the pants, a wake-up call like a three-alarm fire. I am lying to 
my students. I’m lying about the efficacy of the education they’re overpaying for. I 
am lying about my social class. I am lying about the American Dream. And I am 
perpetuating my own exploitation for the benefit of people who think my skills and 
experience are only worth $15 an hour. 

Not long after, I quit teaching at the College of New Rochelle, which was pay-
ing me less than $250 per credit for a six-credit class while charging $375 per 

2.  See also The Chronicle of Higher Education Almanac, 2020-2021, in which it is re-
ported that tenured faculty members across all institutions are down to 23.3 percent of the 
total number of full-time faculty (“Tenure Status”).
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credit to each of the 28-32 students I taught. I took jobs at New Jersey City Uni-
versity (NJCU) and various colleges of the City University of New York and with 
the State University of New York system, which all had unions that paid three to 
four times as much but still left me without benefits or job security, even after I 
joined those unions. I started to tell my students that I was an adjunct and what 
that meant to them: that I wasn’t available for office hours, that I didn’t have as 
much time to grade their papers as thoughtfully as I should or give them as much 
feedback as I wanted to and as they deserved because I was teaching at two other 
schools, that sometimes my preparation wasn’t as good as I liked for the same 
reason. And I broke a big taboo. I told them how much money I made for the 
class they were taking from me. 

“You mean, like, a month, right?” one shocked student responded.
If only.
They couldn’t fathom how my salary for teaching them was less than one per-

cent of that class’s tuition. Frankly, I still can’t either.
From then on, I told every student in my classes exactly how much I made for 

teaching them. They were shocked, and increasingly, they were angry, too. They 
wanted to know where their tuition was going. There’s still a great unawareness 
among college students of the consequences of being taught by professors who 
not only can’t give their best but who also can’t go to bat for students because 
they may lose their own jobs. This is their “New Normal,” and as Bruce Cockburn 
sang, “The trouble with normal is it always gets worse.” It’s just hard to see how 
much worse it’s gotten without the institutional history tenured faculty provide.

But because of many of my fearless colleagues like Lawless and Bolin, students 
and the public have at least become increasingly aware of the financial shenani-
gans going on in higher education: grossly overpaid presidents and provosts (Pip-
er and O’Leary); administrative bloat so out of control that administrators now 
outnumber faculty two-to-one on some college campuses (New England Center); 
architectural empire-building that nearly bankrupts even wealthy private colleges 
like New York City’s New School (Bellafante) and Cooper Union (Salmon); mis-
management of funds leading to the outright closure of small liberal arts schools 
like Lebanon College in New Hampshire (Kich); and worst, the deliberate im-
poverishment of America’s intellectuals and educators in the name of so-called 
trustees’ almighty bottom line. 

Contingent faculty have told our stories in interviews (Quart; Why Adjunct 
Professors; College Professors), documentaries (‘Junct), and comics (Whitney)3; 
created endless numbers of blogs; publicly petitioned the Departments of Labor 
and Education, the Pope, and the President; taken to Twitter to shame badmin’s 
bad practices (see the many posts with the hashtag #NotYourAdjunctSidekick 

3.  Even Garry Trudeau has contributed to the adjunct comics collection. One exam-
ple is his September 06, 2015, comic, which provides a satirical take on the semester job 
scramble. 
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and the account @ass_deans); and set up alternative schools of our own.4 The 
comparisons between higher education and WalMart or McDonald’s have been 
made crystal clear. 

Many outspoken contingent faculty colleagues have been threatened with fir-
ing (Marvit), lost jobs in retaliation for organizing, or been forced out of their 
profession by poverty (a situation aptly described by Karen Kelsky in Quart). 
Not a few of them have gone into union organizing themselves (for example, 
the authors Balay, Bowman, Emmert, Gilmore, and Kovanen in this collection). 
Bringing their stories to light shows how a particular subset of people is destroy-
ing the promises of higher education and the lives of some of our country’s best 
and brightest. Some days, after hearing yet another story, I feel a little like Allen 
Ginsberg in his opening lines of “Howl”: “I saw the best minds of my generation 
destroyed by madness, starving hysterical naked . . . ”

Our STEM and social science colleagues remind us that the plural of anec-
dote is not data, and that’s true, but it’s difficult to dismiss the repetition of the 
same facts and experiences over and over again as merely anecdotal. They are 
part of an under-researched, little-documented national phenomenon affecting 
every college and university in the country, as well as in Canada, the UK, France, 
Spain, and Australia, at the very least. That experience includes lack of respect, 
job precarity, grinding poverty, and the loss of a generation of scholarly research 
and thought, as well as the accompanying dilution of the quality of education. 

If the stories begin to sound the same, it’s because they are, whether we teach 
at community colleges, public or private four-year colleges, art colleges, technical 
colleges, non-profits or for-profits, or public or private research universities. The 
one sure commonality every edifice of higher learning in this country (and many 
abroad) shares is the presence of too many contingents on its faculty and their 
poor treatment. The differences are merely in degrees of awfulness and abuse.

Our stories reflect how long we’ve been adjuncting (long enough collectively 
for the condition to become a verb, anyway), and where we are in abandoning the 
magical thinking process that keeps us silent. These stories, however they are ex-
pressed, of what contingents go through as their temporary contracts stretch into 
infinity mirror the stages of grief: confidence, hope, disbelief, disillusionment, 
outrage, rebellion. Sometimes those stories end in death, as in the cases of Thea 
Hunter and Margaret Mary Vojtko (Harris; Kovalik).5

Many of the stories I know best are from my fellow English professors, sim-
ply because we are natural storytellers and writing is both a tool and a weapon 

4.  For example, the Brooklyn Institute for Social Research, a 501(c)3 non-profit that 
is “actively pioneering a new model for scholarship in the twenty-first century that inte-
grates a commitment to pedagogy, research, and public programming” (“About”).

5.  Hunter and Vojtko represent the tip of the iceberg, and the COVID-19 pandemic 
has made and will continue to make it worse. There are many contingents I know who are 
still teaching and expect to die with their boots on. I certainly did.
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for us. My sociology colleagues contribute especially biting analyses of the class 
war and hypocrisy embedded in the precariat struggle. I’m aware of many more 
stories of white, straight contingent faculty than of stories from people of color 
or LGBTQIA+ contingent educators. I wish this were not so because these stories 
likely carry an extra layer of precarity that needs to be emphasized. Without ten-
ure protection, plain old bigotry has a much freer rein in academe.

The most silent professional population is that of contingent faculty members 
in the STEM fields, who suffer many of the same working conditions as those 
working in the humanities but framed in a slightly different way. Instead of per-
petual semester-to-semester or one- to three-year contracts, contingent faculty 
members working in STEM fields often endure the endlessly repeated three- to 
five-five year postdoc contract originally meant to add a few years of experience 
to the CV and now used like the temp pool for laboratory workers (Powell). Post-
docs, like contingent faculty members, often feel isolated from the university 
community and excluded from the decisions that affect their livelihoods (Gender 
Equity Conversations 10), but they often make more money than all but full-time 
contingents—but not much (Collins and Perez). 

One reason for the silence of postdocs in STEM fields may be that they have 
more obvious options than contingent faculty members in the humanities and 
can more easily move into post- and alternative-academic positions in corporate 
research. But rest assured that contingent faculty members working in STEM 
fields do exist, teaching those introductory math, biology, chemistry, and physics 
courses or laboring away in tenured professors’ laboratories.

The purpose of projects like Teaching Poor and the book you’re holding now is 
to make the public—parents, students, and government policy makers especial-
ly—aware of the working conditions of the majority of the professors teaching 
in our centers of higher education and how the difficulties they endure affect the 
quality of our now very expensive education. Not on an abstract level, but on a 
personal, day to day level of existence. 

Others have written well and eloquently—most notably in my opinion, Henry 
A. Giroux—about the consequences of market capitalism and neoliberalism in 
education and education policies. But there have been few stories about what 
contingent faculty member and author Alex Kudera calls “the long day” that ev-
ery precarious instructor experiences: the jobs at multiple schools; the lost time 
on the road; the unpaid hours grading papers and preparing for class; the lack 
of professional courtesy or access to equipment; the student conferences in cars, 
cafés, and hallways; the necessity of applying for a new job every four months; the 
lack of paychecks or unemployment over the summer and the pittance we make 
during the year; standing in line at the social services office with your poorest 
students or serving them and their families fast food; lack of time to do your own 
research; staggering student debt too many contingents still carry; stagnation in 
your own career. 

The heat death of higher education. 
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This story is about Pennsylvania’s state negotiators calling contingent faculty 
members “teaching machines” and suggesting that our pay, such as it is, be re-
duced and our amount of work raised (“We”). It’s about realizing that the union-
ized groundskeepers at our colleges make more money, get better benefits, and 
work fewer hours than contingents do. It’s about a dean at NJCU saying “adjuncts 
are so desperate that they’ll work for anything” while cutting our pay for profes-
sional tutoring from $27 per hour to $15 per hour.6

That last bit was part of the final straw for me. Not that I had much of a choice. 
My final summer of teaching, I worked in the writing center at NJCU, which was 
staffed by well-trained peer tutors and a few contingent professors like me. We 
weren’t far into the summer semester when the dean summarily announced the 
college was closing the center—next week. Writing tutoring would be moved to 
a new centralized tutoring hub in the library, staffed by untrained undergrads. 
I won’t detail the abbreviated, fierce but unsuccessful battle we waged. What 
matters is that suddenly I had no way to support myself over the summer and 
no chance of collecting unemployment thanks to the rules that exempt teachers 
from qualifying for it, even though few contingent faculty members have an as-
surance of re-employment between semesters. For the first time in my life, I was 
looking at bankruptcy and the welfare line.

Fortunately, for the previous five years, I’d been applying for jobs outside ac-
ademe, and finally, one of them came through. That eleventh hour rescue was a 
job in graphic design and document production, skills I cultivated during my 20 
years of freelancing. I now work for a great non-profit, with fantastic colleagues, a 
better salary than I’ve ever made in my life, excellent health benefits, and a grow-
ing retirement fund. We just formed a union, too, for which I’m a shop steward. 

Two years into this job, I got out of the awful roommate situation my poverty 
had forced me into, moved to a great apartment, and started to breathe again. I’m 
finally clawing my way back into financial security, despite the pandemic. But I’ve 
watched my former colleagues suffer through that pandemic in a weekly Zoom 
meeting I set up for all of us. Some of them have lost jobs and all have had unrea-
sonable expectations dumped on them in the haste to switch to remote teaching. 
The amount of stress they have been through is unbelievable, the compensation 
just as bad as it’s ever been, the precarity even worse (Valbrun). And it makes me 
weep all over again, no matter how lucky I was.

The moral of this story? Let go of your magical thinking, colleagues. In all 
actuality, you have two realistic choices: get out as soon as you can, or stay and 
organize with a vengeance. Use the power of your numbers to grind the badmin 
juggernaut to a halt until you get what highly educated professionals deserve. It’s 
already being done elsewhere. That would strike a blow for your students, for 
education, for all of us who love teaching and the academic life. But whatever you 
decide to do, save yourself.

6.  Personal communication.
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Chapter 19. Where the Pipeline Ends: 
Teaching High School Equivalency 

in a Medium-Security Prison

Andrea Verschaeve and Jason Porath
Independent Scholars

Both Jason Porath, a special education educator at a medium-security state prison 
in North Carolina, and Andrea Verschaeve, a writing teacher at the same prison, 
saw the paths of their careers headed toward what doctorate degrees promised 
them: roles focused on academic leadership, scholarship, and research. Both had 
their professional dreams deferred, but they have found a real sense of purpose 
and fulfillment in educating students who are serving time for felony convictions. 

In what follows, Porath focuses his story on the beginning of his journey 
down a path that led to education as a career in general, and prison education in 
particular. Verschaeve starts her narrative at the beginning of her teaching career 
and follows it through her current position, which, like Porath, is as a prison edu-
cator. After working together for some time and sharing their stories one day over 
lunch in the break room, both Verschaeve and Porath were surprised to discover 
that they had come to similar conclusions after leaving their doctorates unfin-
ished: even though it feels like it at the time, it’s not the end of the world. Really.

Mission, Passion, and Frustration: Jason Porath’s Story
Education has been both my mission and passion for as long as I can remember. 
Since my first day of kindergarten, I have always had a desire for and a love of 
learning. During my second-grade year, I had my first experience “teaching” a 
student. This lit a fire within me that still burns brightly and intensely to this day. 
Becoming a teacher was now my life goal; an educational journey had begun.

When I entered junior high, I was approached by my aunt, a special education 
teacher, to become a peer tutor. Having accepted this position, I was now an offi-
cial employee of a school district. My dream of becoming a teacher was beginning 
to come true.

The first students I worked with were a couple of first graders who struggled 
in both mathematics and reading. Although I did not know it at the time, these 
students were receiving special education services at their school in addition to 
the peer tutoring I was providing. Working with these students was both chal-
lenging and rewarding. Learning had always come easily to me. I thought every-
one was able to learn if they just put in the effort and paid attention to the people 
who were teaching. 

https://doi.org/10.37514/PRA-B.2022.1589.2.19
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Working with those first graders opened my eyes to the world of special edu-
cation. I began learning from my aunt as much as I could about learning disabil-
ities, accommodations, and strategies for helping learners with special education 
diagnoses reach their full potential and achieve academic success. As time passed, 
the students I was tutoring began to understand the concepts we were working on 
during our sessions. Both their confidence and academic scores increased. 

By the year’s end, my students had increased their standardized test scores in 
both mathematics and reading. Most importantly, however, their confidence and 
love for school had increased. These students now came to sessions eager to learn, 
asked questions, and discussed how their school day had gone. Their final report 
cards indicated how much they had improved throughout the year.

I went on to be a peer tutor throughout my high school years. It was during 
this time that my career focus took yet another change. As a peer tutor, I had 
come to the decision that I wanted to become a special education teacher for 
elementary students with a focus on students with learning disabilities. When I 
began high school, my mother took a job as an educational aid in a self-contained 
classroom for emotionally impaired students. On a daily basis, we discussed her 
interactions with the students. Their behaviors and academic performance fasci-
nated me. Then, one day, an event occurred that forever changed my focus.

School had just ended, and I headed home, eager for my daily conversation 
with Mom. However, this day was not going to be like any other day. When I 
arrived home, no one was there. This was quite unusual. Shortly after I arrived, 
the phone call came. Mom was in the hospital. While on a bus headed to a field 
trip, one of her students began threatening other students with a pencil. My mom 
instructed the student to hand her the pencil, to which he replied, “Go ahead 
and take it from me!” As she went to take the pencil, he grabbed her arm and 
wrenched it over the seat, causing an injury that required surgery and resulted in 
permanent nerve damage. Due to the severity of the injury, my mom was unable 
to return to work for the rest of that year and was never able to do that job again.

Immediately upon hearing of my mom’s injury, my brother and I became furi-
ous and were ready to “destroy” this kid. We demanded she tell us this kid’s name, 
as we already knew what school he attended. The answer she gave us was a complete 
shock. Not only did she not tell us his name, but she told us that she was not angry 
with this student and did not wish for anything to happen to him. She sat with us 
and calmly explained how this student had a number of behavioral, academic, so-
cial, and emotional issues that were most likely the reason that he attacked her in 
the manner that he did. Initially, I was not buying any of that. Then, I began to think 
and wonder about what she said. I needed to know more. That is when I decided 
that I wanted to become a teacher of students with emotional impairments.

In 2001, I graduated from Northern Michigan University with a degree in 
education certified to teach special education in grades K-12 and endorsed in 
emotional impairments for grades K-8. Upon graduation, my intention was to 
teach in an elementary self-contained classroom for special needs students. After 
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a few unsuccessful interviews, I was informed of an opening for a special edu-
cation teacher at a detention/treatment center. Although the student population 
was youth aged 11-18, not the elementary age students I was hoping to work with, 
I was intrigued by the position. After consulting with my then fiancée and my 
mother, I decided to apply for the position. 

Despite my educational background and my completion of a teacher prepa-
ration program, I was nervous about this position due to the age group of the 
students I would be teaching. Also, these students were one step away from jail 
and/or prison. Many people I discussed my new position with could not believe I 
would want to work with “those” kids. This was extremely frustrating to me, and 
I had a difficult time listening to people discuss my students as though they were 
barely even people due to being in what many called “kiddie jail.”

Not long after I began teaching at the facility, I knew I had made the right de-
cision. The students I worked with were, in fact, worthy of having people believe 
in them and help them better their lives. Many of my students came from back-
grounds that included broken homes and exposure to physical, emotional, and 
sexual abuse. Victims themselves, they had become victimizers. During my time 
as a teacher there, I was able to play a part in aiding over 78 students obtain their 
high school diplomas, several students earned GEDs, a few went on to earn col-
lege scholarships, and most all were able to realize at least three grade-level gains 
in both mathematics and reading. Most importantly, however, many students re-
alized and vocalized that there are people who truly care and that because of this, 
they realized they were able change and become healthy, productive members of 
their home communities.

After ten years of teaching at the facility, shifts in politics and leadership 
caused the mission to change and the focus of the facility to be lost. Youth were 
not achieving the successes that once had occurred, staff was leaving, and the 
program was falling apart. At this time, I decided that I needed to take action. I 
could not watch our program and my kids suffer. So, I enrolled in a doctor of ed-
ucational leadership program at Central Michigan University with the intention 
of becoming the director of the facility and bringing success back to our program.

Coursework went smoothly, and I made it to the dissertation phase of the 
program. This is when the problems began. There was a three-year delay for ap-
proval to use data from the facility in my dissertation. Once I finally received 
approval, I had lost both momentum and desire to complete the paper. Then, after 
several promises that I would be made program manager and ultimately director 
of the facility were broken, I was discouraged and ready to give up.

At this time, my wife and I decided it was time for a move. I began searching 
for positions in North Carolina. Having worked with juveniles for the previous 14 
years, I began looking for positions at youth centers, and then I saw a few open-
ings at prisons. Remembering what my mentor teacher once told me, I decided 
to apply to the prisons. A few weeks later, I was hired at a medium-security men’s 
prison to teach special education classes.



184   Verschaeve and Porath

This change of scenery was what I needed to bring my focus back to my dis-
sertation. With renewed enthusiasm, I began working on my paper, only to be 
derailed once again: my mother was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis (MS). The 
MS was fast and furious, and within a year, my mom had lost her battle. Prior 
to her passing, I was on alert to head back to Michigan at a moment’s notice. As 
a result, I once again lost focus on my dissertation. Unfortunately, the univer-
sity-imposed clock on time to degree completion had expired. I could re-take 
classes that had expired, but I came to realize that my place is “in the trenches,” 
working with students where I can have a direct impact on academic, emotional, 
and social growth.

Finding Professional Freedom: Andrea Verschaeve’s Story
I knew this job would be different when I was on the phone to set up an interview 
and the human resources representative on the other end of the line said, “Make 
sure not to wear an underwire bra.” I had thought about working in a prison be-
fore when I was applying for teaching jobs after I graduated from college without 
a teaching license, but at that time, I ended up accepting a teaching assistantship 
and getting my master’s degree instead. I didn’t consider prison education again 
for more than 20 years. 

When I began full-time teaching, first for a year in a rural Virginia high school, 
then for nine years in two different rural Virginia middle schools, I loved teach-
ing, and I also wanted to continue my own education. During this time, I was 
accepted into Indiana University of Pennsylvania’s doctoral program in compo-
sition and TESOL. I completed the rigorous coursework and had begun working 
on dissertation research when the local university hired me as a full-time lecturer. 

The lectureship had an expiration date. I could stay in the position for a max-
imum of six years. It paid $40,000 a year when I began in 2008, which was less 
than I had been making as a middle school teacher, and when I left six years later, 
I still made $40,000 a year. I thought in that position it would be a little easier for 
me to work on my dissertation because I would be gaining experience teaching 
the level of students I would be qualified to teach when I finished my doctorate, 
so I thought accepting the position, even with a pay cut, would be a win-win. 

Unfortunately, teaching at the college level was not as rewarding for me as 
teaching eighth graders had been. For one thing, I didn’t connect as easily with 
college students. They didn’t spend as much time in my class as middle school 
students had, who I taught for a full year rather than just one semester, and they 
were busy and preoccupied in a way the middle school students were not. In 
short, college students weren’t interested in forging relationships with me, and 
because this was an important way I developed a sense of community to foster 
learning in my classroom, I didn’t enjoy teaching at the college level as much. 

In addition to the lack of connection, I didn’t feel creative or inspiring as a 
university lecturer, whereas I felt that most of my eighth-grade students looked 
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forward to my class and probably characterized me positively to their friends or 
parents as “fair” and “nice” and “funny” and “smart.” I doubted my students at the 
university were talking about me at all, but if they were, I felt characterizations of 
the time they spent with me might include words like “boring” and “uninspired.”

Although I thought it would be easier to research and write my dissertation in 
the university setting, even though the lectureship had a 5/5 teaching load, I didn’t 
really know what I was doing. I didn’t know the questions to ask to navigate dis-
sertation research, so I fell further and further behind until I saw no way to move 
forward. In addition to feeling like I was drowning in inability, I also realized I 
was no longer invested in the degree because the door that degree would open—a 
tenure-track position at a university—no longer appealed to me. 

When I emailed my dissertation advisor with my intent to drop out of the pro-
gram, I felt fear and shame but also relief. I was fearful that I wouldn’t find fulfill-
ment in education anymore, that I would have to start all over in a different field. I 
didn’t have any ideas about how to do so. I was ashamed that I was quitting, that I 
was letting down my advisor who believed in me, and that I was letting down the 
people who had invested in my journey with me—friends, family, and colleagues. I 
dreaded telling people about my decision, and I ended up having to tell it over and 
over again, in the grocery store, in the hallway at work, in the writing center where 
I was working as part of my lectureship, through email conversations.

Sharing my decision to drop out of the Ph.D. program stopped being dreadful 
only when I stopped equating it with failure. It was the best decision for me, and 
I often had to reassure others of that fact. When people reacted with disappoint-
ment and distress, I felt like I was letting them down, but I was careful not to 
internalize their disappointment. When I left the university, it was to teach high 
school, first at a public school in Virginia, and then at a charter school in North 
Carolina. When I needed a new challenge, I applied to teach at a medium-secu-
rity correctional institution, one of four in North Carolina that has a dedicated 
school for the offenders it houses. 

Now, I teach writing with an eye towards preparing my students to pass the 
writing portion of ETS’ HiSET (High School Equivalency Test). To get to my 
classroom each morning, I enter a gatehouse through one side of a sally port, scan 
my work badge, and pass through a metal detector before proceeding through the 
other side of the sally port. In the main building, I pass through a second metal 
detector and a cell phone detector. A correctional officer peruses my clear bag of 
belongings—the day’s lunch, a book, and a file of papers—and I am patted down 
before proceeding through a second sally port. 

Now inside the prison complex proper, I pass the visitation area on my left 
and the chow hall on my right before heading upstairs where the school, chapel, 
medical and dental facilities, and diagnostic testing area are all housed. From the 
four slivers of window in my classroom, I can see the gym and outdoor basketball 
court, the dormitory housing units, the single cell housing units, and the high 
security housing unit. 
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My classroom has no internet connection, neither my students nor I have 
access to cell phones during the school day, and the only things I am able to give 
my students—ever—are the pencils and lined paper provided by the state. The 
irony of it is not lost on me: that my job at a medium-security North Carolina 
state prison is the first one I’ve held as an educator that has a significant amount 
of professional freedom.

Conclusion
Both of us agree the time we spent pursuing a doctorate wasn’t wasted. Although 
we became part of the number of students who enter doctoral programs without 
completing the degree, we recognize that an important part of our professional 
identities stems from the knowledge and insight we gained in those programs 
through taking part in a variety of deep classroom discussions, completing rig-
orous coursework, and growing close with a cohort of fellow doctoral students.

Neither of us would be picked first for a team you’d bet on being successful and 
resilient prison educators, but we have experienced success in classrooms popu-
lated by men and women dressed in identical tan pants and grey t-shirts, serving 
anywhere from a few more months to more years than they want to count. We 
do exactly what others in classrooms at every level across the country do every 
day: we encourage, entertain, cajole, and discipline. We tell stories and jokes and 
make connections. Sometimes we argue. We hope we are inspiring our students. 
We participate on committees and attend faculty and department meetings. We 
grade papers, and we make plans for tomorrow. 
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Chapter 20. Contracting and 
Consulting: Crafting a Career

Ian S. Ray and Brandi Wren 
University of Denver and Independent Scholar

Faced with an ever-shrinking academic job market, many contingent faculty 
members supplement teaching incomes with other contract-based employment 
(or transition entirely to contracting). In this chapter, we discuss examples of 
non-teaching contract work that contingent faculty members engage in, raise 
general issues and research challenges that can arise when contract faculty mem-
bers work multiple jobs, and suggest ways around these challenges.

Using our combined 25 years of experience as adjuncts and independent con-
tractors, we first explore three areas in which adjuncts may find non-teaching, 
contract-based work: research support, educational support, and administrative 
support. Examples of contract-based research support work include GIS and sta-
tistical analysis and consulting; manuscript editing, proofreading, or copyediting; 
grant writing and contracting; and research interview transcribing. Educational 
support work includes designing curricula, delivering trainings and workshops, 
offering writing support, providing remote text interpreting, or tutoring. Admin-
istrative support work may involve program evaluation or grant evaluation. 

Second, we examine the phenomenon of contingent faculty members work-
ing multiple jobs. While this practice is not inherently negative, the fact is the vast 
majority of them do so because of financial pressures. Many contingent faculty 
members are constantly faced with the choice of whether to take on “just” one 
more contract job (and the stress it places on their wellbeing) or to limit their 
work schedule to attempt work-life balance (at a financial cost). 

Next, we explore the challenges contract faculty members face when conduct-
ing scholarly research. When contracts are short term and ever changing, it be-
comes difficult to maintain the institutional support necessary for obtaining grants, 
accessing research resources, and covering publication fees. Even professional de-
velopment opportunities can be limited because adjuncts often have scheduling 
conflicts due to working multiple contracts, are not made aware of opportunities, 
or are not eligible for them. As a result, they can be left feeling like they and their 
research are stuck in quicksand, sinking deeper and deeper into obscurity.

In the last section, we provide what we call hacks for adjuncts to use to over-
come obstacles. Many have written on the solutions that educational institutions 
could and should enact, most of which would solve these problems. Until that 
happens, we hope our suggested hacks can help other adjuncts like us survive 
and, possibly, even thrive.

https://doi.org/10.37514/PRA-B.2022.1589.2.20
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Types of Contract Work
Despite years of quality teaching experience, positive evaluations, and scholarly 
publications, many adjuncts remain on the academic contract teaching circuit 
indefinitely. How can we manage to make a living? We have adopted the approach 
of contracting and consulting to supplement the meager income generated by 
the adjunct life. Specifically, we have been contracting within, and adjacent to, 
the academy. Ian has been completing short-term research gigs and evaluation 
projects while Brandi has been working in the realm of student and disability 
services. In this section, we’ll explore three areas in which adjuncts may find con-
tract and consulting work: research support, educational support, and adminis-
trative support.

Research Support

Depending on your prior academic training, freelance research support work is 
a way to sustain yourself while filling an adjunct or contingent faculty role. Sev-
eral online services exist to assist both freelance contractors and potential clients, 
such as Fiverr, Upwork, and Guru, to name a few. Services requested or offered 
in relation to research projects may include IT support (such as website devel-
opment, survey creation and administration, or programming), specific creative 
outputs (including maps, charts, graphs, or graphics), or data analytics (text anal-
ysis, qualitative coding, or statistical analyses and interpretations).

Snagging research assistant positions can be challenging because academia 
doesn’t run on tuition dollars. Professor Farnsworth of the television series Futur-
ama put it best: academia is “powered by dump trucks of flaming grant money!” 
(“Reincarnation”). Offering a few times a semester to do any grant-related work 
has proven to be a pseudo-reliable way of finding short-term salaries. For ex-
ample, Ian worked for a summer evaluating the concurrent enrollment program 
at one of the community colleges where he is an adjunct. Even though it was a 
short-term job, nonetheless it was a $20 per hour, 20 hour per week supplement 
to his adjunct salary. 

Academics know grants and technical writing better than anyone out there, 
so we suggest putting that knowledge to work. It can be worth offering to help 
other researchers with grant writing, manuscript editing, and other research re-
lated tasks. Grant writing work may or may not be paid, but it can be useful if it 
requires limited time and later leads to a research assistant or analyst position 
that is paid.

Beyond writing actual grants, there are opportunities to provide other grant 
subcontracting services. These include transcribing ethnographies or research 
interviews or completing other research-related tasks that researchers may be 
looking to contract out. Another way to work with other researchers is to serve 
on research advisory boards. These roles sometimes can be paid via grant fund-
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ing and tend to involve reviewing surveys or other data collection instruments 
before live deployment or reviewing research results prior to publication or 
presentation. 

Educational Support

Areas where adjuncts can contribute educational support include tutoring, work-
ing in student support services, and designing educational materials. For exam-
ple, work may be available for private tutors or research mentors/pseudo-advi-
sors. Funding for research design advising and tutoring may or may not be tied 
in with the grant process but can be particularly useful if students need support 
beyond what the institution is offering. Ian has been a private tutor and statistical 
consultant for 15 students to date, with several stating openly that they would not 
have been able to finish their dissertations without the extra help. 

Student support services may also be provided by third-party contractors. Bran-
di provides remote text interpreting services for students with disabilities, working 
for multiple agencies as an independent contractor. As an academic with graduate 
degrees, she has been able to charge premiums for interpreting for graduate level 
courses and other advanced content. There are also opportunities for multilingual 
individuals to serve as interpreters or translators of important documents or course 
materials. Study abroad programs, international campuses, and specific academic 
programs may be in need of these kinds of services. There may be opportunities to 
interpret research documents targeted at specific populations as well.

Academics can also act as subject matter experts (SMEs) for publishing and 
other companies on a contract basis. This work may involve advising on any 
number of projects, with one of the most common being production of educa-
tional materials like textbooks or documentaries. SMEs are also hired to write 
test banks or create presentation slides to accompany textbooks. Both of us have 
been approached via professional networking platforms and email to advise or 
act as SMEs on such projects.

Content creation and freelance writing of educational and other materials 
is another area in which adjuncts find contract employment. Editors and writ-
ers are needed for a wide variety of specialized content about which adjuncts 
are often highly knowledgeable. Another option that overlaps both educational 
and research services is editing of professional manuscripts, including academ-
ic journal, thesis, and dissertation manuscripts. Some academics earn relative-
ly competitive pay performing these services for students and faculty such as 
early career researchers or individuals looking to publish in their non-native 
language. 

Another area to consider is providing supplemental training for other profes-
sionals. Most of these training programs require a great deal of upfront work, but 
once they have been conducted a few times, they are much easier to modify on 
the fly. Some trainings we have been involved with have included
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• professional development for K-12 teachers (such as “How to Google-fy 
Your Classroom” or “Schoology101”)

• implicit bias training for admissions interviewers at professional schools
• culturally responsive teaching methods training for fellow adjunct in-

structors 

Even better, these trainings can be converted to YouTube videos and other 
specialized resources, then generate passive income via AdSense or marketing 
via a personal website. You’re unlikely to become the next multimillionaire via 
these strategies, but you will at least have a passive income stream to supplement 
your adjunct pay.

Administrative Support

One type of administrative support that contractors can offer is program evalu-
ation. Program evaluation is one of the most under-appreciated activities within 
academia. At its core, evaluation is applied research. The outcome is intended to 
answer the question, “Was this program successful?”—with the answer to this 
question often determining if a grant is re-funded or extended. Evaluations can 
be performed for specific programs, as part of a larger grant, or potentially as a 
retrospective for philanthropic foundations. Getting started in evaluation work 
requires a relatively low investment, as much of the required training has already 
occurred in graduate school. Most evaluations will require the evaluator to de-
velop a plan based on specific questions. The short version of this scenario is to 
replace the word “evaluate” with “research” and suddenly the whole scope of work 
makes much more sense.

Learn to Juggle! (Working Multiple Jobs)
Contractors (and, by extension, adjuncts) often work multiple jobs. This isn’t in-
herently negative, but a problem arises when faculty members are forced to work 
multiple jobs to make ends meet. This is overwhelmingly the case with adjunct 
faculty. The most recent nationwide study of the adjunct experience in the US 
revealed that a whopping 85 percent of contingent faculty members struggle to 
pay their basic expenses (An Army 1). 

We have to remember that contract jobs do not look the same across all insti-
tutions or businesses. In higher education, they may be labeled as anything from 
adjunct instructor to visiting professor, contract instructor to limited term lecturer, 
and more. The same applies in industry, where a job posting may be for a “research 
scientist” or a “content writer,” with the contractual nature only revealed in the 
fine print. For some of us, contract teaching means teaching one class a semester 
while working other jobs. For others, it means teaching six classes a semester at 
four different institutions. We have both met adjuncts all along this spectrum. One 
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common thread is that the work is not consistent. Adjuncts lack the job security 
of knowing that we will be teaching a given number of classes every semester or 
academic year (and on the rarer occasions that we do, they are still on a contract 
basis, so renewal each year is contingent on a number of factors). 

Having income and work options that are flexible in nature to supplement ad-
junct income is a requirement for many adjuncts, at least those who try to actively 
prioritize teaching over other contract work. Contract work has allowed both of 
us to teach when teaching opportunities are available and still have other work 
and income when it is not. For example, Brandi has spent over a decade cobbling 
together work schedules consisting of teaching, transcription, and field course 
instruction—all on a contract basis. 

One thing to consider as an adjunct is how much time you will have for your 
other jobs. We all know how demanding teaching can be. This means having 
limited time and energy for other jobs, making it difficult to work in some indus-
tries. As a result, creating your own contract-based employment means you can 
schedule work that fits your needs. More importantly, it means you can charge 
rates that provide a living wage.

Research Challenges for Adjuncts
Maintaining an active research program (a phrase commonly seen on the ac-
ademic job market) becomes increasingly challenging as a long-term adjunct. 
Research programs require support of various types that is often provided by 
higher education institutions to full-time, tenure-track faculty members, but not 
to adjuncts. For example, of the three higher education institutions Brandi has 
taught for, only one allows a temporary contract instructor with a Ph.D. to serve 
as a principal investigator (PI) on a research project. This is common practice at 
many, if not most, colleges and universities; when adjuncts are allowed to serve as 
PIs, it is only with special approval from the department chair and, often, a dean 
as well. In many cases, a co-PI who is a tenure-track faculty member at your insti-
tution is needed. Functionally speaking, adjuncts have to have supervisors—ad-
ministrative babysitters, if you will—to maintain active research programs. This 
means the direction and pace of our research programs are often characterized 
by zigzags and stalls depending on the level of commitment and support we get 
from tenure-track faculty members. (There is a way around this, which we will 
discuss in the next section.) 

Applying for research funding without the support of your academic institu-
tion is another obstacle faced by adjuncts trying to maintain a research program. 
Many research grants require institutional affiliations. As we just discussed, as 
adjuncts, if our affiliations do not allow us to serve as PIs on projects, then we 
cannot apply for grants as PIs through our institutions; this means that to apply 
for grants, we must essentially ask tenure-track faculty members to support us 
and serve as PIs or co-PIs. Not only does this entire system limit adjuncts as 
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independent researchers and scholars, but it places an unnecessary burden on 
those tenure-track faculty members who do attempt to provide support for ad-
junct colleagues. 

Now is probably a good time to stop and remind ourselves of the contingent 
nature of adjunct work. Some contract teaching positions in higher education are 
one-year positions, but many are only semester assignments. Anybody familiar 
with the process of research—including grant cycles, field seasons, and revise and 
resubmit periods—knows that it is rarely possible to complete a scholarly project 
within the time span of a temporary contract appointment. 

Imagine it now: You are adjuncting at two schools, teaching three classes, and 
working another job to pay the bills. In your spare time, you design a study, pre-
pare and write grant proposals (whose submission dates align with your one-year 
appointment’s schedule), conduct the research and analysis, and submit manu-
scripts about the work to journals—all within the six- or twelve-month contract 
appointment. Ludicrous daydream, right? 

Contingent affiliations often provide few resources for adjuncts, certainly less 
than provided for tenure-track faculty members and arguably less than provided 
for graduate students. Often, contract faculty members are not eligible for pro-
fessional development programs, support for conferences, departmental research 
funding, and other institutional support, such as coverage of publication fees. 
When contract faculty members are eligible for such opportunities, we often do 
not know of them because often we are not included on institutional or depart-
mental listservs. This is especially discouraging for those adjuncts who stay with-
in academia wanting to make contributions in both teaching and research. 

All of these factors together result in what we call “adjunct quicksand.” It is 
not merely a fear but a reality that the more we adjunct, the more we can lose 
touch with our research. It becomes more and more difficult to contribute to 
and maintain relevance in our academic fields when we are distracted by piecing 
together affiliations that must be renewed or replaced each year or each semester, 
trying to find a tenure-track faculty member to support our research and serve 
as co-PI, and working on research entirely outside our full 40-plus hour work 
week. Further, the longer one adjuncts, the less likely they are to ever be offered a 
tenure-track position (“The Status”). 

Improving Adjunct Working Conditions: 
Hacks versus Solutions

In this final section, we provide hacks for adjuncts to navigate the higher educa-
tional system. By hacks, we mean tips for adjuncts on finding ways around the 
systemic barriers to developing their careers. These hacks stand in contrast with 
solutions, which would result in actual changes to the academic and higher edu-
cation systems. We focus here on hacks, not solutions, as precious few adjuncts 
are in a position to actually enact systemic change.
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Our first recommendation for those who lack consistent or quality research 
support is to join an organization that provides independent researchers with 
resources. For example, the National Coalition of Independent Scholars (https://
www.ncis.org) provides adjunct academics and other non-tenure-track scholars 
with research support they would not otherwise receive. Such organizations offer 
not only a route for adjuncts to serve as PIs on research projects but also the op-
portunity to apply for research grants that require institutional backing, as these 
organizations can serve as the required institutional affiliation. 

Another option is to negotiate a permanent visiting scholar appointment 
in an academic department. These unpaid positions can provide library access 
and other basic research and academic resources. This provides an uninterrupt-
ed academic email address as well, especially important when confronted with 
constantly changing academic affiliations through temporary visiting assistant 
professor or visiting lecturer positions. 

If research is your forte—your calling, your passion—and adjuncting is just 
a means to that end, cut out the middleman. Many grants and fellowships are 
open to small business owners. If you’re committed to research, it might be worth 
diving into the business world as a “recovering academic.” For example, the Na-
tional Science Foundation allows small businesses to apply to many of its research 
grant programs, with preference given to small, woman-owned, and/or minori-
ty-owned businesses.1 Additionally, independent institutional review boards 
(IRBs) are available to provide the federally mandated oversight that colleges and 
universities offer to their affiliated faculty members,2 and collaborations with 
“real” academics can still enable your research to continue.

Another tactic for making a living as a contractor is to keep control of the 
rates you charge for services. When you are starting out, you may be compelled 
to accept low rates (particularly if work comes through existing grants), but that 
should not be your long-term rate. Industry professionals earn raises and promo-
tions; contractors increase their rates periodically and as they gain skills. 

While hacking the system, be sure to keep your websites and personal and 
professional social media accounts current with your professional skills. This can 
be helpful for attracting contract employment and for demonstrating that you are 
competent (e.g., by displaying an e-portfolio of your work). Do not hesitate to 
let your colleagues know about your contract-based services and share your web 
presence with them. 

1.  For more information on these opportunities, see the “Programs for Small Busi-
nesses” page on the National Science Foundation website at https://nsf.gov/funding/
smallbusiness.jsp. 

2.  For a partial list of such independent IRBs, see the “CIRB Members” page on the 
Consortium of Institutional Review Boards website at http://www.consortiumofirb.org/
cirb-members/. A Google search using the term “independent IRB” returns a sizeable list 
as well.

https://www.ncis.org
https://www.ncis.org
https://nsf.gov/funding/smallbusiness.jsp
https://nsf.gov/funding/smallbusiness.jsp
http://www.consortiumofirb.org/cirb-members/
http://www.consortiumofirb.org/cirb-members/
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Depending on your background, it may be beneficial to reach out to profes-
sional organizations, schools, or businesses to discuss any needs they may have 
for training or workshops. By providing such services, you can increase your 
portfolio size, bring in much-needed income, and build connections for future 
contracting work. Further, this can even out the income, since long-term (six-
month-plus) contracts can ensure you still are getting a paycheck over the sum-
mers.
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Chapter 21. After Adjuncting: 
Questioning Academia’s “Big Club”

Steven Yates
Independent Scholar

“It’s a big club . . . and you ain’t in it!”
– George Carlin

When learning of this project, I was caught between conflicting impulses. I could 
write a semi-autobiographical narrative about my career trajectory in the aca-
demic precariat1 and about how I escaped—or I could dive more deeply into the 
disaster American academia has become. The former might make good “quit lit,” 
as it’s now called. The latter, though, would prove more useful. 

The impoverishment of the “New Faculty Majority” hasn’t happened in a vac-
uum, after all. A latent anti-intellectualism has long permeated American society 
from top to bottom. I’m not referring to religious fundamentalists or some such 
group nowhere near the societal locus of power. Efforts to socially engineer obe-
dient workers and compliant consumers via public schooling and mass media 
go back a very long time.2 Once, generations ago, the damage was minimal. The 
centralization of the American political economy that came about after the Sec-
ond World War did much to change this.3 Then came globalization, and the pre-
vailing ideology driving capitalism—neoliberalism—evolved to support both.4 

1.  The term precariat has gained currency, as it refers to a core phenomenon of 21st 
century neoliberal political economy. Adjunct faculty members are just one species of pre-
cariat. For a definitive account, see Guy Standing’s The Precariat: A Dangerous New Class.

2.  The reader unfamiliar with the true history of the shaping of primary and secondary 
education in the US and wanting a quick overview might consult Paolo Lionni’s The Leipzig 
Connection. The most comprehensive treatment I have seen, though, is John Taylor Gatto’s 
The Underground History of American Education: A Schoolteacher’s Intimate Investigation 
into the Problem of Modern Schooling. Gatto spent 30 years boots-on-the-ground in New 
York City’s toughest schools, winning a New York State Teacher of the Year award in 1990. 
Then he quit and embarked on an independent research mission that included following 
money trails and investigating the role of foundations such as The Rockefeller Foundation 
using very deep pockets to shape the modern public school paradigm. I have no doubt he 
knows what he is talking about; if he is not an “expert,” no one is.

3.  To get a sense of how long this process has been underway, see C. Wright Mills’ The 
Power Elite. 

4.  For a good accounting of the rise of neoliberal ideology, see Philip Mirowski and 
Dieter Plehwe’s edited collection, The Road from Mont Pèlerin: The Making of the Neolib-
eral Thought Collective.

https://doi.org/10.37514/PRA-B.2022.1589.2.21
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One consequence was the erosion of upward mobility as we moved toward 
a deindustrialized, techno-feudalist global marketplace of “gigs” instead of sta-
ble, reliable, long-term employment. Aspiring professors were just one casualty 
of these long-term trends. Atop this system is a small ruling class of neo-feudal 
plutocrats, having gained far more wealth from investments and passive income 
than real, productive work; next come their top administrators and technocrat 
enforcers; and finally is a protective encirclement of well-financed upper-echelon 
media, tenured-class academics, and think tank-based shills. 

Below all these is the new peasantry, or serfdom. That would be us. We were 
never invited into the “big club.” We tilled the academic soil of the “gig economy” 
plantation that stands at the end-road of deindustrialization and the neoliberal 
business model. Adjunct pay may be as little as $2,500 per course, which means 
earning under $20,000 per year after taxes. Earning this little may mean going 
into debt to pay utilities or suffering the stress of choosing to go hungry so one’s 
children can eat the ramen noodles—especially for those without parental sup-
port or a spouse with a real salary. All while praying for no health or car emer-
gencies. 

On the other hand, college and university administrations—academia’s tech-
no-feudalist enforcers—have seen their numbers swell and their pay explode over 
the past three decades. Few adjuncts are positioned to expose and challenge this 
abusive system, for despite efforts at adjunct unionization that are sometimes 
assisted by organizations, such as the Service Employees International Union 
(SEIU), there is no established (i.e., properly funded) powerbase from which ad-
juncts can operate and draw on resources where necessary. 

I am one of those who graduated with his doctorate in philosophy and high 
hopes, given three publications in refereed journals (another forthcoming) and 
presentations at national meetings. These were properly specialized, carefully 
footnoted, calculated efforts to push the right buttons. I knew I faced stiff compe-
tition for tenure-track academic employment, but basically I trusted the system. 

My hopes were gradually dashed by a multiyear job search as I moved from 
institution to institution to institution (six in all in ten years). Because of the 
onerous process of writing position-specific cover letters, getting three letters of 
recommendation, and assembling any other requested materials—a job in itself 
often occupying over 40 hours per week—while teaching as many as four class-
es—I’d set aside scholarly projects, in many cases indefinitely. Finally, I left uni-
versity teaching to seek other opportunities. I had already withdrawn applications 
for part-time teaching positions due to what I considered insultingly low pay. 

I then discovered another harsh truth about the neoliberal/proto-techno-feu-
dal era we are being pulled into. It’s not “nicer” outside academia than it is inside, 
unless you can retrain and retool in a hurry as some kind of entrepreneur. The gig 
economy is ubiquitous. Moreover, despite my earning an additional professional 
degree (in public health promotion and education), more than one nonacademic 
job interview ended with the subtext OVERQUALIFIED. 
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“Why would someone with your education want to work here?” 
The answer, “Even smart people need to eat, pay rent, and put gas in their ve-

hicles,” didn’t seem to suffice. After drawing unemployment for six months, I 
lowered my head and removed those advanced degrees from my resume. I then 
wrote obituaries for a couple of years, ghostwrote a couple of books (work I had 
to keep secret but which paid well), and wrote a technical report for a cancer re-
search group supported by money from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC). 

Writing was clearly my superpower and still is. I returned to academia when 
the technical writing gig ended (the CDC pulled the plug) and because I saw no 
other options: you can be the best writer around, but if you can’t sell it in a mar-
ketplace hostile to anything written above a seventh-grade level, you’re screwed. 

What I discovered when I returned to academia was that while I’d been away, 
the adjunct zone had more than doubled in size. I stepped back in. Thus began 
seven years of freeway-flying sometimes hundreds of miles per week: I worked at 
four more institutions beyond the six I had previously worked for in four cities/
communities overall, working on six campuses total during that period. 

By this time, I’d made uneasy peace with my status as an outsider—someone 
who would not only never be invited into the big club but who had also started to 
look askance at it. Having studied the authors and subjects I had studied, I real-
ized that a solid case could be made that academia had been seriously off course 
for a very long time and that the adjunct zone was only one manifestation of a 
system rife with corruption. 

What/who had I studied? Philosophers in my own area, such as Thomas S. 
Kuhn and Paul Feyerabend, who in different ways stressed the social embedded-
ness of knowledge and, in the latter’s case, forcefully questioned the “scientis-
tic” (not scientific) methodology that permeates Western institutions, including 
higher education, like water fills a sponge.

In other areas, my reading ran the gamut from neoconservative Straussians 
like Allan Bloom to left-leaning thinkers like Russell Jacoby, Cary Nelson, Noam 
Chomsky, Richard Rorty, and Robert Frodeman and Adam Briggle. These au-
thors—and others too numerous to cite individually—collectively threw cold wa-
ter on the idea of academia as a “safe space” for the pursuit of truth, and for rea-
sons quite different from those currently being bandied about. The problems are 
structural, in addition to just plain awful ideas floating around, and come down to 
perverse incentives driving adjunctification and administrative bloat.5 Were there 
space here, we could delve into the causes of excessive inequality more broadly, the 
corruption of a financial system designed to benefit billionaires, the decomposi-
tion of American politics (both parties) that birthed Trumpism, and more. 

5.  For an up-to-date account, see Jason Brennan and Phillip Magness’ Cracks in the 
Ivory Tower: The Moral Mess of Higher Education. It should be noted that the authors are 
not sympathetic to adjuncts’ plight. 
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For my part, back around the turn of the millennium, I began to take more 
chances with my work, developing and defending theses that were interdisciplin-
ary instead of specialized, thus sometimes venturing outside the narrow, paradig-
matic boxes academic philosophy supplied. 

One result was a couple of heavily footnoted pieces that were rejected by 
journal after journal. The rejections often came without referees’ comments—al-
though one came from someone who had outlined the paper, clearly showing that 
they’d read it and understood it but recommended its rejection anyway. They did 
not supply a reason for their decision to reject. 

Philosophy supposedly trades on arguments, evaluations of their cogency, 
and their ability to contribute usefully to ongoing conversations. Really signif-
icant contributions often began new conversations. Absent sound assessments 
from others that my material was lacking, I came to a realization that made those 
hopes I mentioned previously seem naïve and the life I’d been leading shallow 
and inauthentic. 

Survival in academia was not about making sound arguments at all. It was 
more about not pissing off the local big club: tenured faculty and administration. 
I’d left temporary positions in the past with a distinct sense of having become a 
threat to superiors. Teaching was similar: in my experience, philosophy adjuncts 
were typically assessed on their ability to entertain students for an hour (or two 
or three) by cross-pollenating Socrates and Seinfeld. 

“Unexciting in the classroom” came back on one of my evaluations by a senior 
faculty member. The truth: academia is not a meritocracy, and it probably never 
was, neither in scholarship nor in teaching. Meritocracy is, by and large, a myth. 
There are Horatio Alger stories out there, of course. But the drama surrounding 
such narratives is a dead giveaway of their outlier status. 

Many of the dominant tendencies of the past century—and the present one—
are more the products of intellectual inbreeding and in-house political sympa-
thies than advancing insight. Novelty has become an end in itself. What “suc-
ceeds” is what has the institutional capability to bully alternative points of view 
off stage. Or, to use a trendy recent term, to cancel them. 

This stage was set years ago when humanities and liberal arts departments 
kept churning out Ph.D.s with no end in sight after the job market collapsed in 
the 1970s. A “buyers’ market” creates an environment in which conformists are 
hired and dissidents are weeded out. A few of us who defended unorthodoxies 
learned (sometimes the hard way) to keep our heads down if we wanted academic 
employment. We tried to avoid rocking boats on campus. 

The internet did much to break up the consensus-reality narratives that had 
dominated before, especially about how “our democracy” really functions. Its 
new platforms exposed how major media and academia are controlled endeavors 
designed to turn out a certain kind of scholar, voter, and consumer: one who 
believes and does what he/she is told and does not question the consensus or the 
authority of “the experts.” 
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Eventually I presented some of my findings in a book—for which I created 
my own “publishing collective” with a few close friends who supplied valuable 
assistance. I was sure no academic press would touch it (I did not try).6 With that 
book in hand, I asked my department chair for a raise one last time. After I was 
turned down flat, I resigned and prepared to move overseas (a small inheritance 
helped), assisted by friends who were vacating also, one by one, an America in 
cultural and political-economic decline and becoming expats.

I became an entrepreneur of sorts, trading in ideas. I learned copywriting and 
copyediting and did more ghostwriting. I worked for a handful of clients, some 
of whom were native Spanish speakers needing help with English and some of 
whom needed help with other kinds of writing. 

Since my departure (in 2012), things in academia have gotten worse. 
It was clear all along: there are too few free minds in academia to make a 

difference. Someone with a free mind questions dominant narratives, especially 
those about how power really operates in this world, who has it, how it transcends 
abstract political economy, how we’re encouraged to believe lies, and what we can 
do about this. 

We had high hopes for the internet, but with “Big Tech” censorship in place, 
that hope is now dwindling. I sometimes find myself looking back wistfully at 
what could have been . . . and I follow the latest tendencies. Do I see a mas-
sive brain drain from present-moment academia, or is it just sour grapes? I don’t 
think it’s sour grapes. 

Philosophy has clearly suffered. Where are the present era’s Bertrand Russells, 
its Ludwig Wittgensteins, its Jean-Paul Sartres, or even its Thomas S. Kuhns and 
Paul Feyerabends and Richard Rortys? With rare exceptions, those purporting 
to replace them leave much to be desired. Anyone can produce automatic writing 
calling Trumpism nascent fascism. Would such authors try explaining how the 
American political system got into this mess? Which of “our” premises and nar-
ratives collapsed, and why? 7 That is going to take work. 

For my part, I’ve survived. I’m still in a foreign country, living in a condo in 
a place where the cost of living is half of what it is in the US. I do not use heat 
during winter months, though. Nor do I jet off to conferences every year like I 
once did (thank God for Zoom). I earn income through ghostwriting, editing, 
and occasional English tutoring. 

I have no employer and am not seeking one. Have we not learned, employees 
are expendable? And the larger the employer, the less relative importance you 
have and the more expendable you are. That’s the adjunct situation in a nutshell. 

6.  The finished product appears as Four Cardinal Errors: Reasons for the Decline of the 
American Republic. 

7.  If you want to find answers to these questions, I’d begin with Rorty’s Achieving Our 
Country, as Rorty has been credited—correctly, in my view—with diagnosing some of the 
conditions that led to Donald Trump’s victory in 2016. 
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The employer pays starvation wages because of the systemic, built-in assumption 
that you have nowhere else to go. And because it can. 

This is due to the still-ridiculously overcrowded and therefore hostile aca-
demic job market. There are no easy answers. Surely there is something to the 
claim that higher education has produced and is still producing too many Ph.D. 
degrees. This is because of perverse incentives: the more Ph.D.s a department 
graduates, the greater its prestige. 

I wonder how many of those Ph.D.s still see academia as a refuge from that equal-
ly hostile gig economy out there filled with Uber drivers and Amazon worker bees?

Unraveling the conundrums the adjunct crisis points toward isn’t possible in 
a piece of this brevity.8 Arguably, academia is a microcosm in a world where 
wealth is concentrating, inequality is worsening, and basic freedoms—however 
understood—are diminishing: these are those proto-techno-feudalist develop-
ments I mentioned at the outset. 

Those of us who put down our academic peasant’s plows and walked away 
did not abandon our ability to think nor the will to use it. Thus, we can still ask 
pointed questions and make a few constructive suggestions. It is in this spirit that 
I offer this piece and the companion material available online. 

The most constructive suggestion I have is that we need a new and bold net-
work of philosophers—and folks in cognate areas who want into our “little club” 
(if you will). We’ve been misled and lied to, to an extent that we need to go back to 
basics, review what we should be doing, and do so in a parallel environment of our 
own design.9 This can be done in the spirit of the free and open discourse my gen-
eration once championed, such as during the original civil rights movement, and 
directed also against the past and more recent destructive foreign wars of choice. 

While present generations face multiple challenges and an admittedly much 
worse situation than mine encountered, I would invite its members to ask them-
selves the following: Do you really want to commit your abilities and lives to 
institutions that daily confess their indifference to your dedication? Is the recent 
pall of censorship and cancelation a direction you want to go in—or be dragged 
in? And finally, in a divided nation, how much of what we see and hear from both 
sides of the political aisle is theater (critical race theory advocates and obsessives, 
I’m talking to you!), distracting from the geopolitical and geo-economic realities I 
described in my second and third paragraphs of this chapter: things we had better 
start paying attention to while we still can! 
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Chapter 22. We Are the University
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History shows that whenever vast empires decline, barbarians appear who threat-
en and destroy the age’s culture, art, and learning. Against this onslaught, there 
are those who fight at great risk to their own well-being in order to guard and 
rescue what is to be treasured. We are, once again, in such an age, and our in-
stitutions, including those institutions of education, have been under attack for 
decades. 

For these last 50 years, what I call the corporate colonization of higher edu-
cation in the United States has captured and destroyed authentic academic cul-
ture. Our campuses are no longer gathering places where scholars and students 
dedicate themselves to the rigorous pursuit of learning. Instead, far too many of 
these spaces have come to closely resemble theme parks for the “college experi-
ence”—complete with lazy rivers, climbing walls, state of the art gyms—where 
both learning and teaching are more performative than real. Armies of adminis-
trators with little to no experience in or respect for education or educators now 
control universities’ decisions. 

This managerial class has taken over our universities to the extent that they 
now outnumber faculty on every campus across the nation and are very close to 
outnumbering the students. Although cleverly concealed by public relations staff 
and marketing agencies and the glossy logos, branding statements, and brochures 
they produce, the goal of these functionaries is profit for the corporate universi-
ty, and the result is poverty for both faculty and students. This poverty finds its 
expression not only in the unlivable working conditions and compensation of 
faculty but also in the debt burden of students. It finds expression in a poverty of 
the mind as well. 

Background
Nearly 25 years ago now, I found myself teaching year after year on one-semester, 
low-wage, single-course contracts. Although my teaching wages were desperately 
low, I was able to cobble together an income by teaching at multiple universities. 
My efforts to find a full-time position in academia met with failure, so I con-
tinued to work on those humiliating adjunct contracts for years, often teaching 
courses that were administration-designed, many with some new, nonsensical, 
“best practices” theory behind them. With common syllabi and pre-ordered book 
lists, such courses offered little possibility for the kind of sovereignty that the aca-
demics of past generations claimed in their classrooms. I felt frustrated and angry 
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that, after over ten years of graduate work, I was never able to design and teach 
courses in the areas and disciplines in which I had studied and trained. 

This is the reality for those teaching on adjunct contracts. We find ourselves 
in a kind of edu-factory, working on an academic assembly line, teaching the ev-
er-increasing number of “core” courses that have little to nothing to do with our 
areas of specialty. Core courses, in fact, have everything to do with the kind of 
standardization that makes a factory run efficiently; the idea is to make it possi-
ble for these courses to be pre-packaged and then taught by nearly anyone. What 
happens to all the possible courses taught in a more intellectually rigorous, ongo-
ing pursuit of knowledge by all those specially trained scholars? They never hap-
pen. The most important work of those scholars is never born. The very reason 
for the existence of a university is smothered. 

That is the state of dysfunction presently found in universities in the United 
States. The incalculable waste of intellectual training + the mind-numbing same-
ness of conveyor belt core curriculum = academic fraud and educational mal-
practice. The sense of failure, of frustration, and of isolation experienced when 
doing this kind of work often convinces us that our own personal choices are at 
fault. But this is not a personal failing; we are the majority faculty. Approximately 
75 percent of all American faculty is now itinerant. The truth is that what we’ve 
experienced as lonely and exploited low-wage academic “untouchables” (a phrase 
borrowed from Pablo Eisenberg) is a widespread and shared suffering. 

The plight of the majority of scholars in the US is the result of very intentional 
actions and impositions put into place in a takeover of academia by corporate 
interests and business culture. It was a systemic change, a massive shift away from 
true academic culture, that began with the now infamous Powell Memo of 1971. 
Hundreds of articles and essays on its devastating effects can be found. 

The resulting corporatized universities have been rebuilt on a factory model 
where the abused and exploited faculty work the conveyor belts on which student 
after student rolls by—and while far too little is given to students, much is extract-
ed from them. The truth of the corporatized university is that it operates on the 
model of vulture capitalism. It extracts, it strip mines, it outsources, it depletes. It 
sells off what was once a thriving intellectual ecosystem for parts. 

When the time came and the majority of faculty members finally, as a grow-
ing chorus of voices, attempted to call attention to issues like our labor exploita-
tion, we discovered that there existed already a very effectively painted pic-
ture, constructed and depending largely on the “ivory tower, useless professor” 
myth. The general population too often believed that a professor was someone 
who worked barely a few hours a week for only thirty weeks a year, then spent 
the rest of their time at leisure. The general public imagined that faculty mem-
bers spent hours each day sipping sherry in a well-appointed study or library, 
reading obscure texts nobody cared about, then giving dinner parties with oth-
er erudite but useless professors, where obscure texts were discussed over more 
sherry. In short, our corporate enemies had gotten to the population before us 
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and had successfully planted a powerful narrative that was very well-delivered 
and too often accepted. 

The “overpaid, overindulged” intellectual class was painted so well, and 
mocked so thoroughly, that it was a hard image to dispel in order for us to tell our 
own truths. Who would care if this class of smug and self-important louts was 
finally facing its comeuppance? Let them go out into the real world and find real 
jobs. Then, when this narrative became connected to the lie that all skyrocketing 
costs of college are tied to the bloated salaries of these loutish do-nothings, how-
ever could we successfully expose the deceit?

Raising Awareness
It was about ten years ago that I began with my co-producer, filmmaker Chris 
LaBree, to record interviews with a variety of faculty members, union representa-
tives, think tank policy makers, and legislators, starting our efforts to put together 
a documentary about all the issues surrounding corporatized academia in order 
to raise awareness of what was really going on beneath the pretenses that were 
accepted so easily. 

During this decade, it has been my honor to meet some truly amazing people 
who are working to fight back against the corporate functionaries on our cam-
puses. Chris and I met and spoke with those involved in unionizing efforts—
largely with those involved in the United Steelworkers (USW) and the Service 
Employees International Union (SEIU)—new to the higher education battles. 
They were passionate about succeeding where the traditional education unions 
had failed after their many decades of ignoring the growing casualization of fac-
ulty labor. I’m sorry to say, however, that in these ten years, with all the earnest 
unionizing attempts—some still ongoing, some that resulted in unionizing—we 
have not been able to restore our academic profession. 

The same percentage of America’s faculty are still subjected to work on short-
term, low wage, adjunct contracts. Most of this “new faculty majority” are still 
without job security, benefits, and health insurance. Most are still unable to de-
sign and teach courses in their academic areas of specialty. And the unionizing 
efforts have never addressed, nor are they designed to address, the larger issues 
of the corporatized campus—issues like exploding tuition costs, student debt, 
corporate partnerships that drive book assignments, or the ways in which our 
largest financial institutions dictate how financial aid officers are trained to entice 
students into taking out higher loans than they need. So, beyond the issues of the 
academic profession, there are many other ways in which the corporate univer-
sity is out of control. It has become a nearly impregnable predatory institution, 
a many-headed dragon—and we are fighting with plastic picnic forks. How long 
can anyone endure in such circumstances?

During these past ten years, a genre of academic literature nicknamed “quit 
lit” has appeared—stories of those individuals who could finally take the abuse 
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and poverty no longer and who left academia to find alternative career options. 
These career options are often called “alt-ac” choices, “alternative” choices when 
academia becomes untenable. Many took jobs in publishing, in consulting, in 
tech, in entrepreneurial enterprises. Anything that offered some job security, a 
steady and respectable paycheck, and an end to the terrors of financial ruin is 
considered preferable. I am one of those who left. 

I’ve known people who took jobs managing clothing boutiques, who bartend-
ed, who drove for luxury limousine services. Every one of these people expressed 
relief and gratitude that they no longer had to lie awake at 3:00 a.m. tasting blood 
in their mouths, fearing their next electric bill or rent increase. But not one of 
them would say that they didn’t grieve being forced to give up what felt like a 
calling. When you are called by love to a profession, your heart and spirit break 
when you finally admit the truth: that you are being abused by the institution to 
which you had dedicated so much of yourself and in which you will never have 
the career your heart still yearns for. And, while every one of these alt-ac jobs is 
a respectable and honorable form of employment, there is no one sounding the 
alarm over the loss of those millions of highly trained and extensively educated 
individuals who are not providing our society with the benefits of those years of 
study. 

I want to declare that, despite the false narrative about our uselessness, aca-
demics are an essential class. What we trained for matters. We are a professional 
class that provides real benefits and that meets real needs. Every healthy, thriving 
society needs a robust and engaged intellectual class as much as it needs doctors, 
accountants, or lawyers. We serve not only as teachers, writers, and scholars, but 
also as the collective of minds made available in service to society at large. 

And yet, we’ve become part of what I call the diaspora of the learned. As 
solitary academic objectors, we are scattered throughout society, exiled and iso-
lated from others of our former profession, unable to fulfill the calling that had 
been our lives’ goal. Our departures for these alt-ac positions, while essential 
for our material survival, too often mean we sacrifice our training and educa-
tion and possible contributions to ongoing academic discovery. Those fruits die 
on the vine. 

Moreover, those quit lit stories of individuals leaving bring us right back to 
where I started this chapter, to the story I told of my experience 25 years ago—
quit lit stories are solitary stories. It is the individual making the difficult choice 
to leave their chosen profession, to abandon their calling. We are abandoning our 
calling to those who wish to see academia die. 

Yes, the number of those leaving academia continues to rise, but not in a 
way that alarms the corporatized institution. In fact, our departures increases its 
strength. When we leave a university as an individual, we are replaced in a heart-
beat by another desperate individual willing to endure the abuse that finally drove 
us away. It reinforces the certainty all corporatized universities have that we are of 
little value, entirely and easily replaceable. 
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I received a panicked call at 9:00 one morning from the chair of an English 
department in one of the several universities for which I taught humanities class-
es. She wanted to know if I could step into a class that met beginning at noon 
that day. The person who had been contracted for the course had left abruptly. I 
asked about the course. Was it an area in which I was experienced, in which I had 
trained to teach? 

“Oh, that doesn’t matter,” she said. “I just need a warm body.” 
That was one of the most unveiled, succinct declarations of our worthless-

ness that I had ever heard. It was also horrifying to realize that the chair of an 
English department cared not a whit about the quality of the English courses 
being offered because her goal wasn’t to assure quality of pedagogy or rigorous 
educational material but to avoid canceling the course and refunding tuition. She 
had abandoned her loyalty to her discipline and become a functionary of the 
corporate bosses. But she is not alone. 

Anyone working on an adjunct contract bears responsibility for what has hap-
pened to our academic culture. Working in the edu-factory places us squarely in 
collusion with the corporate values, willing or not. And, as necessary as we find 
it, when we leave as individuals, we fail to end this conveyor belt abuse of faculty 
and student. There will always be more “warm bodies” who can be shoved in to 
do your factory work.

Am I saying that we are wrong to depart? Of course not. I’m simply pointing 
out that our individual departures, my own included, increase the power of the 
corporatized campus model. I want to declare, therefore, that it is our duty, as the 
scholars and intellectuals of our country, to act beyond our own self-preserva-
tion. It is also our duty to destroy the edu-factory. So, instead of or in addition to 
our individual departures, I propose we help to plan and execute a mass exodus. 
I’m not talking about a strike or a walkout or a shutdown. I’m talking about the 
permanent departure of a majority of faculty members across the entire country. 

A mass exodus.

Solutions
Why would a mass exodus of faculty members be the most effective way to re-
spond to the crisis in academia? Because, despite the corporate college’s very 
carefully maintained illusions, without the scholars, every campus becomes a 
ghost town overnight. Classrooms sit empty. And those hordes of administrators 
who have outnumbered both faculty and students on our campuses are suddenly 
powerless against our permanent absence. We would destroy the corporatized 
factory campus in a New York minute. 

This truth is simple, but powerful: We are the university. We carry within us 
all the necessary experience, learning, training, and abilities required to bring 
academic pursuits and the intellectual training of our youth back to its fullest and 
most pure expression. 
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We are not tethered to the ruins created by these corporate usurpers. Those 
chains are illusory. We ourselves have made the mistake of believing that our true 
work lies in the built environment of a campus, now wholly conquered by a hos-
tile culture. Our wars, up to now, have been fought over the wrong property. Our 
gifts, talents, and abilities don’t need real estate. Ours is intellectual property, and 
we must awaken to that truth—an epiphanic blinding truth—that this has always 
been ours and will always be ours and that all we have to do, as a large class of 
extremely gifted people, is walk away and take the ark of truth with us. We ARE 
the physical embodiment of that ark. 

So deep has our misunderstanding been, that even before our individual de-
partures, we lived as exiles within what once we perceived of as our own land, our 
own sanctified space. For a half century now, we haven’t so much labored in these 
ruined halls and classrooms as we have haunted them. 

To be clear, I’m not talking about this as a negotiating strategy. The days for 
negotiations are long, long past. Think about it this way: the American Declara-
tion of Independence acknowledged many previous attempts to negotiate with 
the British Crown but declared, in this document, that there would be, of neces-
sity, a permanent severing of the bonds—the United States declared itself to be 
free and independent. THIS is what I’m talking about: a Declaration of Academic 
Independence and Sovereignty, which should be written and circulated as such. 
Put another way, when Moses led his people out of Egypt, it was not with the 
intention of going back if Pharoah promised better benefits and fewer abuses. It 
was a march forward. 

Yes, in both these examples, the march forward was a march into the un-
known, as ours will be. But we don’t go alone. We are surrounded by the spirits 
of those who have refused injustice and abuse through human history. And we 
don’t go empty-handed. We carry with us not only the values and principles 
and truths of our training but also the highest ideals of our species. We are 
some of the best-educated people in our country. It is most certainly with-
in our capacity to envision and create new spaces, platforms, and models of 
higher learning. 

That’s one of the most important things to keep in mind: this exodus wouldn’t 
be only a march away from a captured and ruined culture but also a march to-
ward a new, better expression of academic culture in the pursuit of wisdom and 
the discovery of truths. 

The individual flights may have saved us individually. But a mass exodus will 
save academia itself while simultaneously destroying the corporate colonizer. 
And, of great importance, it will save our students. Let’s return briefly to the story 
about the English department chair and her search for that “warm body.” Her 
attitude toward the faculty was horrifying enough, of course. But what does it say 
about her attitude toward the students? If her goal was to put someone, anyone, 
into the classroom, the primary purpose was the avoidance of canceling the class 
and losing tuition money. 



We Are the University   209

This is a managerial attitude that sees nothing wrong with taking a student’s 
tuition for a low-quality—or a no-quality—educational experience. In fact, it is 
preferable to holding out for quality when tuition money is at stake. This, as I 
have already said, is educational malpractice. It is academic fraud. Our mass de-
parture means that our students will no longer be victims of such fraud and mal-
practice. Why? Because we, as the living embodiment of the university, will be 
building and offering new alternatives. WE are the highly preferable alternative. 

Finally, our exodus would be for the good of our chosen academic disciplines. 
Millions of academics over this half century have been prevented from doing 
their most expansive work in service and support of their disciplines. The contin-
uation of the research, teaching, and writing of scholars in generations past has 
been halted and silenced by the poverty of the precarious conditions under which 
we have suffered. A massive departure and the wide, collaborative ways in which 
we rebuild academic platforms will also provide us with intellectual possibilities 
long smothered by want of ability, time, and opportunity. We can restore and 
reinvigorate the work of all disciplines. In other words, our mass departure will 
save and restore authentic academia. 

A saying attributed to George Eliot, “It is never too late to be what you might 
have been” (qtd. in “George Eliot”), is true, no matter who may have said it. The 
truth is that we owe it to ourselves, to our disciplines, to academia, and to the 
youth of our country to be the visionaries that we were always meant to be. We 
can fulfill all those duties by a mass exodus. 

We’ve spent decades in a struggle against the corporate takeover of our uni-
versities. We are never going to win. We will never be able to fight these powers for 
the full restoration of a true academic culture if we limit ourselves to the current 
campuses. We will always find ourselves on the collapsing end of a bargaining ta-
ble. So, let them keep the real estate. It will crumble to dust around them once we 
depart. One of Buckminster Fuller’s most famous quotes is applicable here: “You 
never change things by fighting the existing reality. To change something, build a 
new model that makes the existing model obsolete” (qtd. in “Green Wave”). That 
is our job now: depart en masse, declare intellectual liberation for ourselves and 
our students, and restore the pursuits of the mind and the joys of mental rigor. 
This will quickly render the edu-factory obsolete. The possibilities here are so vast 
that we may very well be standing at the beginning of a new Renaissance. 

We, the diaspora of the learned, can create something new, something glob-
al, in combining traditional, even medieval methods of learning, with tutorial 
rather than classroom models, with independent study and mentoring and the 
benefits of technology. Imagine restored intensity and focus, restored rigor, in a 
more highly individualized pursuit guided by mentors and scholars from around 
the world. 

The possibilities of interdisciplinary, international work done by scholars who 
have reclaimed sovereignty over their work. . .what could be more dazzling? The 
kind of learning that could be achieved, the ways in which our youth could be 
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supported in their own discoveries and epiphanies, the ways the global commu-
nities could be brought together and a new world born, all beginning with the lib-
eration of the scholars. . .can you feel the glorious promise of such a new world? 
Can you see that this is how we defeat the barbarians? 
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Chapter 23. Escape This 
Neoliberal Shit Show Now

BC Dickenson
Independent Scholar

I envision you, dear reader, as a focused, motivated, intellectually-curious per-
son who possesses a diverse array of interests and abilities. These are the odds. 
Right? Moreover, because I have found that most educators care deeply about 
their students and their subject, I imagine you by and large to be kindred spirits 
who would tend to inspire me to do my best. Given all of this, I look upon the 
task of giving you any sort of advice with reverence. It is from that of deep place 
of respect and gratitude that I endeavor to help you consider your career choices. 
Does that make sense? 

Despite the fact that you possess all of the qualities I’ve just described, you 
may very well be living under the poverty line or close to it while preparing 
America’s youth for their bright futures. And you may be earning half the salary 
of a tenured professor. In any case, thank you for reading this. I am writing be-
cause I care, and I hope that my story and ideas can be valuable to you. I aim to 
persuade you that if you don’t love this teaching world, go forth into the night and 
use your prodigious talents elsewhere. 

Context
In the spring of 2021, I was in one those Hollywood Squares Zoom meetings 
with which we are all now so familiar. It was a board of trustees meeting, and the 
playas were all there! My square was lit because I was speaking against our pres-
ident’s $20,000 yearly raise during the worst pandemic of our lifetimes, which 
was implemented without informing the faculty or the union (I don’t even think 
they told the accountant) in a time when enrollment had plummeted and adjunct 
class hours were being cut. I and others showed up with our union Zoom back-
grounds to make the statement that we were united. A few of my many brave and 
eloquent colleagues spoke with an honest clarity that evoked a perfect combina-
tion of heart and mind, the best of communication. It was an important moment 
of solidarity, as we were collectively steadfast in our indignity. So, damn. Right? 

Let’s zoom out. In 2016, at the age of 50, I accepted a tenure-track position to 
work with a group of kindred-spirit comrades at a small, unionized community 
college. It was the 50th anniversary (get the synchronicity?) of the institution, 
which was initially dubbed the “college without walls,” having been started by a 
group of idealistic intellectuals, teachers who traveled to gymnasiums and high 
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schools in nearby farming communities to teach required college liberal studies 
prerequisites (the 101s and 201s) to the nearby farming communities. 

The college has a distinctively friendly feel to the campus, supportive col-
leagues, and hard-working students, and the course load is manageable; it is a 
wonderful place to teach. 1 However, despite this goodness, a stale, dysfunc-
tional, neoliberal, three-layered, inequitable dynamic remains ever-present at 
all institutions, mimicking in microcosm the larger capitalist structures in the 
economy. This dynamic looms over all of us and creates tensions that underlie 
the surface friendliness, tensions that exist not only between the faculty and ad-
ministration but also between adjuncts and the full-time faculty, and these ten-
sions logically play out and cause all of us to be broken in a way, which begs the 
question of how we can better navigate out of these stale layers.

Imagine, hundreds of good, hard-working, high-achieving people being 
baked into a stale multi-layered cake. The inequities that we face are systemically 
embedded within a corporatized system. In other words, there is no escaping the 
shit show of higher education, and the school without walls of course now has 
walls aplenty and is awash with capital projects, including stylish dormitories and 
a learning center with so many windows one feels permeable with the volcano 
off to the east. Both are LEED certified. This reminds me in microcosm of my 
overcapitalized home institution even though it’s much smaller, the place that 
just slashed divisions and programs because declining enrollments merged with 
overcapitalization. 

That said, I love my colleagues and my students, and I’m glad that at age 50, I 
accepted my first and likely only tenure-track position at this institution. My now 
adult sons laughed that I finally got my first real job. I am fortunate, healthy (I say 
as my heart skips a beat), and, after decades of meditation, would not trade my 
current consciousness, as bumbling and fault-ridden as it manifests, for all the 
money or power in the world. It’s all an illusion. 

This job, though, as my friend Jane, who works as an adjunct and is married 
to my best friend of 35 years, who is also an adjunct, said to me when I lived 
with them for six months when I first moved to take this position, consumes my 
life. My job is my life. I do love it. It’s the only paid work that I have loved, and 
it’s arguable that it’s the only job that I have been good at. However, my mes-
sage throughout this chapter is that if you don’t love your job, if you’re somehow 
doing this for any other reason, get out now. This work will consume you. As 
mentioned, I have allowed myself to be consumed by this work, and after I finish 
writing this on a Friday, I have more reading that attests to such consumption. 

Our state higher education system has been smart during COVID-19, as fac-

1.  Moreover, administration, faculty, and students all seem to be devoted to anti-rac-
ist pedagogy, to curing our equity gaps, to doing our parts for a more sustainable future on 
this planet, though there have been signs that administration is furthering another sort of 
agenda in the name of anti-racism.
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ulty have not been forced back into the classroom like so many of my friends 
and colleagues have across the country. Our union is strong and would work 
to protect our health if needed, though our new contract seems to attenuate the 
faculty’s collective power, particularly the power of those in the arts and human-
ities, by agreeing to dissolve divisions in favor of giving the power to individual 
department chairs, which would seem to make our departments more dividable 
and conquerable in an age when top-down forces seem to steering our students 
away from a life of the mind and into a life of the more quantifiable components 
of a failing neoliberal capitalist structure.

A Love Affair Begins
For a long time, I was at the bottom layer. Now, after earning a Ph.D., which 
took time and weekends away from my children during their childhood and teen 
years, I am probably on the penultimate layer from the bottom. In 2001, at the age 
of 35, I walked into my first class as a teacher. The Center for Lifelong Learning at 
Mt. Aloysius College, a small Catholic school in the hills of Western Pennsylva-
nia, sent me a contract for $1800-ish to teach a three-credit composition class, a 
textbook, and sample syllabi. 

At the time, I was working a full-time human service job at $20,000 per year 
supervising a home-based program for adults with intellectual disabilities. I re-
member being scared and insecure when I was thrown into my first teaching 
assignment in 2001. On the 40-minute drive, through the foothills of the Allegh-
enies, I was so nervous that I was popping valerian root tablets (the calming herb, 
du jour) the whole way there. My heart was beating so fast that I feared it would 
explode. How I am going to do this without blowing a gasket before I start my class? 
I wondered. Is this worth it? I remember thinking. All this angst for only $1,800 
for a three-credit class. At the time, though, I was trying to support a family and 
needed the money. 

I don’t remember much about that first class. I remember holding the text-
book and gesturing at the students with it. It was before I knew anything about 
teaching composition or cultivating group work; my ideas were guided by the 
processes and current-traditional modes presented in the textbook. I remember 
feeling a sense of elation or at least less fraudulent when some students looked 
interested or laughed at an attempted joke. 

During that first class, a non-traditional student—a tough looking middle-aged 
guy—sat in the back, scowling at me with a furrowed brow. I taught the entire class 
assuming that he must hate the class and that he wanted to kill me or even worse. 
Maybe he was some sort of spy from the college administration and had recognized 
me as an obvious fraud. I pictured him calling security and saying, “An inexperi-
enced hack has snuck into our hallowed halls and seeks to fill our non-traditional 
students’ minds with a potpourri of nonsense! Come now! And bring the guillo-
tine!” Class drew to a close, the rest of the students seeming to enjoy it. 
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As I said my goodbyes to the talkative, cheerful students in the front, the guy 
from the back—the scowling one—approached. I didn’t know what to expect. He 
was expressionless. I pretended to be looking in my grade book. During class, he 
had asked a couple of terse questions, but that was it. I feared that my charade 
was over—he had my contract in his pocket ready to rip into pieces, or maybe he 
just wanted to punch me for wasting his time. He looked to be deadly practical, 
a working man who had little time for whatever I was talking about. I looked up 
as he reached the table. 

“BC” he said, “thanks for keeping things interesting; I hated English class in 
high school, but I think I’m going to really like this class.”

From that moment on, I was hooked. This was the job I loved. For the next 
few years, I taught at a local college’s branch campus where many of the students 
were LPNs and laid-off coal miners working on nursing degrees. I taught at least 
two, sometimes three, courses a semester, supplementing my $20,000 per year 
human service job with roughly $10,000 in income for teaching five to six classes 
a year in what I now know is a three-quarters load. Then, it didn’t feel like that. 
I just noticed that I didn’t have as much time and that my fiction writing was 
replaced by paper reading. 

In 2004, when my human service job was eliminated due to a budget cut, I 
got lucky and landed another job—a one-year, full-time, temporary position as 
instructor at my home university where I had received my master’s degree and 
where, because tuition was suddenly “free,” I was able to begin taking courses to-
ward my Ph.D. I signed a contract for $40,000 and took the first sustainable-wage 
job I had ever had. I remember when I got the surprise call (I was 12th on the 
finalist list) from a medievalist who was the chair of the department. I felt like I 
had won the lottery. I was sitting in the kitchen having a beer with my best friend 
and my wife. I enjoyed this moment, this feeling that I had “made it” somewhere. 

Needless to the say, I learned a lot—trial by fire. The students and the assistant 
chair pointed to numerous flaws in my pedagogy. After that one-year contract end-
ed, I stayed on as an adjunct. All the adjuncts were placed on a ranked list for con-
sideration for future full-time openings, and after a less-than-stellar observation 
the next year, I was bumped to 20th on the list. Over the years, I was placed all over 
this list that determined whether I needed to be on unemployment and/or needed 
to accept the additional meager wages offered by the language institute on campus. 

In the summers, I had many jobs. For instance, one summer I carried bricks. 
One of more consistent gigs was helping my friend with his lawn care company 
two or three days a week. Charles and I had followed remarkably similar trajecto-
ries. Both of us were writers and environmentalists and both were too principled 
to sell out to any sort of corporate job. We had both lived out West, loved the 
West, but returned to rediscover our home region of Appalachia with its oppor-
tunities for camping and its natural beauty. Charles would look at my crookedly 
mown lines on the country club lady’s lawn and say, “Dickenson, that’s what I get 
for hiring a scholar to help me mow lawns.” 
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Earlier that day, we were mowing on scorched-earth areas near campus with 
garbage everywhere—students need to think about appreciating a sense of place. 
I waved to a couple of my students walking by. They looked confused at seeing a 
professor who mows lawns. 

 Think of merging lawn care and academia: “At University of the Future, we’ve 
thrown away all the hierarchies! Not only are our faculty members well-published 
in their fields, but also they are responsible for all lawn maintenance duties, hedge 
clipping, etc. In fact, several of our courses are taught by faculty members while 
they do lawn maintenance. You’ll find yourself pruning and clipping hedges with 
some of the best scholars in their fields.” 

 Fortunately, my family had a sense of humor. “Why don’t you get a real job?” 
my then 13-year-old son, Brendan, teased after a recent three-day paper-read-
ing binge. He showed his irony through his low, quasi-parental voice. Anyway, I 
sustained our family financially through odd jobs like this until the hard-fought 
sustainable work of adjuncting dried up when the university went to the business 
model of using TAs as almost free labor. 

By this point, I had worked myself into being a seasoned professional with a 
Ph.D. I was generally on the top of the adjunct list, but that list, along with the 
jobs, disappeared. Fortunately, while my eldest son was going through college, 
I had managed to string together a few years of steady work, and he was able to 
graduate by taking advantage of the free tuition offered to university employees. 
Don’t ever work in an institution that is not unionized. That is the lesson here. 

The System Feeds Upon Us Easy Marks
In a way, I was an easy mark for adjunctification. “Come be an academic bohemi-
an with me,” said my high school acquaintance, whom I had always admired and 
who was now a safety science professor. A lot of us are easy marks—progressive, 
somewhat anti-capitalist—but mostly not enough to make any of us uncomfort-
able. That’s telling, right? We’re succumbing to a subculture run by profiteers. 

My two cents? Run away now. Run away if you don’t love it. And if you don’t 
know if you love it, you probably do not. I am not trying to put words in your 
mouth, but I am trying to give you advice if you’re wavering between two fields. 
Many of us progressive-minded educators who have sought rich lives rather than 
rich bank accounts are easy marks for adjunctification. From college onward, I 
was resistant to the environmental and economic atmosphere wrought by the 
Reagan-era deregulation of the 1980s. Thus, even though I had a business degree, 
it was safe to say that I was an anti-capitalist.

But the capitalist system creates many insidiously pernicious circumstances. 
For instance, I am now 55 years old and making over $80,000 in one of the most 
expensive areas in the country. This is a lot of money for a hippie bohemian, but 
because of the expensive cost of living in my region and because all those years 
of adjuncting at low wages left me without much savings, moving out here to an 
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economic boomtown caused me to raid all of my previous retirement funds to 
afford a down-payment on a home, and I am feeling the financial strain. 

But even by today’s standards, my education level, and the fact that I work far 
more than the 35 hours weekly for which I am contracted, I feel guilty because my 
adjunct colleagues are still making far less money than I am. I fear that my friend 
down the road who works as an adjunct is being worked to death. He seems to 
have twice the responsibility that I have. Even when I lived with him when I first 
moved to take this job, I noticed that he didn’t sleep much. 

This colleague, let’s call him Sampson, who is an adjunct and who has never 
cared about money, has expressed his concern about the inequities he has experi-
enced, saying that when he taught six composition classes per year (seven is a full 
load) over a period of years, he earned only $30,000 per year while his full-time 
colleagues earned over $60,000. Thus, we have in place a system of guilt for full-
time faculty members. 

I have a job in which I earn what I am worth, whereas my colleagues who 
have the same skillset are making in the neighborhood of three-fifths of what I 
earn. This problem is changing on my campus and on others. We are finding new 
ways to deal with the problem of adjunctification. For instance, an institution in 
another part of the state has no adjuncts or tenure. Everyone is hired as a full-
time employee, and their union has a created a system in which individuals can 
persist equally. 

To everyone who is struggling in the field, my advice is this. One, if you don’t 
want to give everything over to a failing system that is reliant upon you being 
overworked and underpaid, run away. If you have a graduate degree, you have 
skills. I know nonprofit and government employees, and they report happiness 
at being able to attend weekend events and not having to worry about their next 
paycheck. 

Two, if you want to continue to teach, you might consider redrafting or re-
crafting your cover letter to fit a community college rather than a university. 
Community colleges, at least on this left coast, are looking to promote equity. 
They are trying to diminish the gaps caused by adjunctification. That said, try 
to find stable work. Don’t relocate unless you land tenure-track, tenured, or full-
time work. Best of luck to you. 
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Conclusion. Labor-Informed 
Graduate Education 

Amy Lynch-Biniek
Kutztown University

When Natalie invited me to write the conclusion for this collection, she asked 
me to consider two questions. Given your experience, research, and organizing, 
would you do it all again? Would you advise others to pursue a career as a higher 
education faculty member? 

I am tempted to answer “yes” to the first question, as I have been so fortunate. 
I recognize that I embody so much unearned privilege that made a career in high-
er education a bit easier. I’m a cishet, able-bodied, childless, White person. I have 
a supportive partner with a well-paying job and an extended family who contrib-
uted to our success. This means that, while the odds were still stacked against my 
status as a tenured full professor, I had significantly fewer hurdles to overcome 
in a system still riddled with sexism, racism, ableism, and homophobia. I enjoy 
many aspects of my job: I teach courses I like that I had a hand in designing, and 
I feel supported in my research and scholarly goals. 

At the same time, I struggle to do my job well as public higher education is 
defunded and as administrations begin to serve corporate forces more than edu-
cational ends. Nancy Welch’s description of the effects of neoliberalism on higher 
education has always stuck with me as particularly apt: “The work of education is 
to be carried out by angels in the austerity’s architecture, shepherding programs 
without monetary support and formal workload recognition” (137). As part and 
parcel of that, I must also reckon with the fact that my success is in part endowed 
by the exploitation of the majority of workers in my profession: historically, too 
many tenure-line faculty members have been willing to sacrifice the compensa-
tion and stability of contingent colleagues in the fight to secure their own. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has only underscored the effects of this exploitation, as we 
see many protections and services offered to full-time faculty members not ex-
tended to adjuncts, from the ability to move sections online to the availability of 
free testing on campus. 

The second question—would you advise others to pursue a career in higher 
education—is trickier, but it’s one I’ve had to answer often. I teach in my campus’ 
Master of English program, and many of our students hope to adjunct or already 
are adjuncting at local community colleges. Some plan to apply to doctoral pro-
grams with the goal of being professors. Every semester, at least one undergrad-
uate student emails me asking if we can chat about how they might do what I do. 
I feel compelled to educate our students on two fronts as they decide whether to 
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pursue a career in higher education: a labor-informed view of academic careers, 
and the necessity of organizing for labor justice in that sphere. 

Labor-Informed Preparation
I have always been honest with my students and colleagues regarding how much 
of my career has been dependent on good fortune. While I am smart, hardwork-
ing, and dedicated, those adjectives describe most of us in higher education. How 
then, given the context and challenges described by the authors in this collection, 
did I become a full tenured professor? 

While I was teaching ninth and tenth grade English, my father, also a high 
school teacher, suffered a heart attack. He had long been supplementing his in-
come by adjuncting at local colleges. His medical event meant he needed coverage 
for his evening college courses; he told his chairs that he just happened to know 
someone with a master’s degree who could step in. I taught the remainder of his 
courses that semester, and one of the campuses offered me an adjunct position 
the following year. So, my first gig in higher education was due to the coincidence 
of emergency need and familial relationship. As Natalie says in her introduction, 
I was in the right place at the right time. I was convenient. 

When I decided to make the leap from working in secondary education to 
working in higher education full time, I did so with no knowledge of its sys-
temic labor practices. I was able to perform well and even really to enjoy my 
work despite my ignorance of the problems described so well in this collection in 
part because my partner had a well-paying job that extended health coverage to 
me. I knew nothing, really, about the employment structure of my chosen career 
beyond what my contract told me. I didn’t know about attacks on shared gover-
nance, the replacement of tenure-line jobs with adjunct positions, or the systemic 
defunding of higher education. 

A year into adjuncting, though, the cracks began to show. Despite teaching 
four courses across three campuses and directing the writing center at one of 
them, I was making less money than I had as a high school teacher. I found prac-
ticing good pedagogy challenging in the spaces I was allowed to use. How was I 
supposed to hold one-on-one conferences in an office with two desks and one 
computer shared by fifteen adjuncts? (No exaggeration, I promise.) When a full-
time position opened at the community college employing me, I was overjoyed at 
the potential for upward mobility—until I realized that all fifteen adjuncts work-
ing in my department were applying and that outside candidates were being in-
terviewed as well. (I didn’t get the job.) Another employer offered to clear out a 
literal closet to make me an office, as I was teaching on two part-time contracts 
on that campus and seemed to need a home base. I was invited to exactly one 
department meeting. A tenure-line colleague asked me why I hadn’t attended 
the university’s holiday party. I had to explain that as an adjunct, I wasn’t invited. 
“You’re an adjunct?” he asked in disbelief, “But you’re here all the time!” 
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I decided to go back for a Ph.D. with the naive sense that it would of course 
lead to a tenure-line job with better circumstances. It was only when I began the 
doctoral program that I learned the degree would be no guarantee of more sta-
ble employment. I read Henry A. Giroux’s The University in Chains: Confronting 
the Military-Industrial-Academic Complex, James Sledd’s Eloquent Dissent: The 
Writings of James Sledd, and Marc Bousquet’s How the University Works: Higher 
Education and the Low-Wage Nation and discovered that the time, money, and 
passion I was throwing into the doctorate would likely result in the same piece-
meal teaching jobs and low pay I was already experiencing. 

My coursework completed, I continued adjuncting as I dissertated. I applied 
to a tenure-line opening at Kutztown University on a lark, never expecting to be 
offered the position. It was just the sort of job I wanted, but I was ABD and had 
only one publication under my belt. They wouldn’t want me. This was a practice 
application. Sure enough, I was not invited to be interviewed that fall. That spring, 
however, I heard from the search committee: the position was open again; was I 
still interested? I was the fourth-place candidate who got the job only because 
numbers 1-3 said no, thank you. I didn’t mind. I made the most of my good luck, 
and I didn’t have to worry about childcare or chronic pain; no one questioned my 
sexuality or demeaned me for the color of my skin. I have been mansplained and 
denied promotion, but I’ve persisted. 

As many of the authors in this collection demonstrate, sustainable tenure-line 
positions are in the minority; most of us persist in non-tenure-track jobs of many 
flavors, each with their own challenges and opportunities. This is why I share the 
story of my career with graduate students and with you, why I think that collec-
tions like this one are important to share and assign. Many graduate students 
begin as naively as I did, imagining the path to and experience of professor very 
differently than the reality. I think we have an ethical obligation to prepare all 
graduate students to enter academia with eyes wide open, armed with knowledge 
of the systemic issues higher education faces. 

Specifically, I assert that graduate coursework should familiarize students 
with the teaching and employment contexts they are likely to encounter after 
graduation. As my co-writers and I—Anicca Cox, Tim Dougherty, Seth Kahn, 
Michelle LaFrance—explain in “The Indianapolis Resolution: Responding to 
Twenty-First-Century Exigencies/Political Economies of Composition La-
bor,” “we relish teaching students who love the subject to which we have ded-
icated our own careers, but the responsibility to prepare them for the material 
realities that come with a graduate degree or an academic career in English is 
clear” (57).

First, we need to educate graduate students about the range of positions and 
institutions in which they may work. Too often, if graduate programs mention 
careers at all, it is to mark employment at R1 universities as the only respected 
goal. And yet, David Colander and Daisy Zhou, writing in Pedagogy, report 
that “overall, slightly fewer than 50 percent of the graduating students from 
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all programs get tenure-track jobs, and about 20 percent get non-tenure-track 
teaching positions” (140). Little attention is paid in graduate education to ca-
reers in community colleges and teaching-intensive institutions (like the one 
where I work), or to professors of practice and part- and full-time non-tenure-
track positions. 

Labor-informed preparation also concerns acknowledging the hurdles to 
teaching well in an academic culture that still values scholarly work above 
teaching. Most graduates will move into teaching-intensive positions, yet 
teacher preparation has long been minimized in much of graduate education, 
relegated to a single course, a workshop, or a seminar. Even more rare are pro-
grams that consider the contexts beyond the teaching assistantships that fuel 
them; Colander and Zhou documented that graduates are more likely to teach 
in programs ranked lower than that from which they graduated, with a focus on 
teaching undergraduates (141-42). Even so, too many graduates must rely solely 
on the experience of teaching in a context that will not match the jobs they will 
hold after graduation, with limited coursework and guidance in how to teach 
students across contexts. Graduate students should be made well aware of the 
challenges they may face in the classroom that have nothing to do with their 
skill or dedication and everything to do with the material conditions on their 
campus and the specifics of their contracts.

The second prong of the Indianapolis Resolution calls for pedagogy that 
“draw[s] explicit attention to the reality that material conditions are teaching 
and learning conditions—that current labor conditions undervalue the intel-
lectual demand of teaching, restrict resources such as technology and space 
to contract faculty, withhold conditions for shared and fair governance, and 
perpetuate unethical hiring practices--as the central pedagogical and labor is-
sue of our times” (Cox et al. 40). It is not the employment status or the title of 
professor per se that affects teaching but the support, respect, resources, and 
pay given them. 

A 2013 study by the National Bureau of Economic Research “found that 
new students at Northwestern University learn more when their instructors 
are adjuncts than when they are tenure-track professors” (Figlio et al.). What’s 
more, we know that contingent faculty members are often productive scholars 
and perform a great deal of campus service, even though both are often un-
supported and unreported in their departments (Doe et al. 438-42). They are 
succeeding despite their working conditions, not because of them. 

That faculty members regularly inspire students, create original research, 
and just keeping coming back is testament to how much they love education. 
That love drives many of us to work hard despite discouraging circumstances. 
But that love doesn’t pay rent or provide healthcare coverage. Teaching grad-
uate students about the labor structure of higher education admittedly doesn’t 
change that system, but some instruction in advocacy and organizing might 
contribute to change.
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Organizing for Change
During graduate school, when I was first learning about the intricacies of the em-
ployment system, a scholar of academic labor spoke at a campus event. During the 
meet and greet with graduate students afterwards, I expressed my excitement about 
perhaps organizing adjuncts like me on my campus. “Don’t do it,” was his reply. He 
said I’d lose my job, that organizing wasn’t worth it. For a long time, I was angry 
with him; while my adjunct status made me more vulnerable, to be sure, the advice 
to do nothing denied my agency and my right to fight for my own well-being. The 
many successful instances since of graduate students and contingent faculty mem-
bers organizing demonstrate that this agency is real and powerful. 

As a tenured professor now, I think I understand that scholar’s warning, al-
though I still think it was unhelpful. He was aware of the fragmentary way that 
labor is addressed on campuses, the way in which tenured faculty members often 
ignore or pay lip service to the need for a more just campus without doing any-
thing to address it, the fear of reprisal that grips untenured faculty members, and 
the genuine risks that contingent faculty members take when organizing.

Even so, I have come to see labor organizing as a key component of my job, 
even though it is not in my job description. If I am to teach well, serve students, 
be fair to my contingent colleagues, and take care of my own health and well-be-
ing, I have no choice but to embrace advocacy as integral to every aspect of my 
job—service, scholarship, and teaching. I feel this responsibility acutely given my 
beginnings as an adjunct and my privilege as a tenured professor. While I have 
long and loudly argued that tenured faculty members especially have a moral 
obligation to do this work, I have also come to understand that this work must be 
intersectional and collective, uplifting and protecting the most vulnerable among 
us. The work of organizing for workplace equity should be the responsibility of 
all faculty members, not simply the purview of the most vulnerable; at the same 
time, those most empowered by the current, broken system should not center 
themselves. This is why Seth Kahn and I argue that we need organizing—collec-
tive work grounded in worker solidarity—rather than activism—often focused 
on individual work or leadership (Kahn and Lynch-Biniek).

In a conversation with Seth Kahn, I lamented the enormity of addressing sys-
temic labor issues in higher education. He observed, “Working for change isn’t 
hopeless, but it is hard.” We have a lot of hard work ahead of us. Indeed, I believe 
that one way we teach is by modeling how we work. We do this, in part, by stand-
ing up for ourselves and each other when working conditions are precarious so 
that we can work well, serve students, and take care of ourselves, too. 
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