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PREFACE

THE GENESIS OF THIS STUDY AROSE FROM THE COAUTHORS’ COMBINED FIVE 

decades of experience as minoritized administrators in higher education 
leadership within largely white academic institutions. The first author 
has held leadership positions in human resources and equity at several 
different types of institutions including large doctoral research univer-
sities, master’s-level universities, and a major community college sys-
tem. She has also taught graduate-level courses in human capital man-
agement. The second author has held strategic diversity and human 
resource leadership positions in higher education as well as in a major 
urban public school district. Both authors have extensive experience in 
human resource administration, including organizational development, 
talent management, labor and employee relations, and total rewards. 
The coauthors have pursued scholarship in the area of diversity and in-
clusion through intensive study of the higher education workplace for 
faculty, department chairs, administrators, and staff. It is our hope that 
this book will share the voices of minoritized contingent faculty and il-
luminate the tenuous working conditions they face on a daily basis. We 
also seek to propose solutions that will assist colleges and universities in 
strengthening the educational process by addressing the structural em-
ployment conditions of non-tenure-track faculty including compensa-
tion, career ladders, and job security as well as in building more inclu-
sive talent practices.
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INTRODUCTION

the impact of coVid-19 and the 
defunding of Higher education 

on contingent Faculty

T
he tragic story of Thea Hunter, a Black female academic who 
completed her doctorate in history at Columbia University, il-
lustrates the struggles of adjunct faculty to survive in a tight-

ening economy without sufficient financial resources or health insur-
ance. According to her doctoral adviser, celebrated historian Eric Foner, 
Hunter’s dissertation that focused on the case of James Somerset, a Black 
man who escaped slavery and won his freedom at trial in England, was a 
pioneering analysis in the study of transatlantic law and slavery. 1

Following completion of her dissertation, Dr. Hunter assumed a 
tenure-line teaching position at Western Connecticut College but left 
due to a long commute from New York City and an apparently unsatis-
fying work experience. She faced growing financial difficulties as she al-
ternated between temporary and adjunct appointments, including some 
not in her own field at several universities. As she wrote in an email, “I 
have been saying I am done, emotionally drained and without reserves. 
There has just been too much going on in my life that has been drawing 
upon whatever emotional reserves I have. That plus the constant finan-
cial crisis that has been my life for years takes its toll.” 2 Without regular 
health checkups, this once-promising scholar’s asthma and heart con-
dition worsened, and she passed away on December 17, 2018, after being 
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transported to the hospital by ambulance. Her colleagues at Columbia 
University are memorializing her work by including her papers in an 
edited collection. 3 Hunter’s story reflects the loss to society and waste 
of scholarly talent due to the highly constricted academic job market.

Thea Hunter’s employment circumstances exemplify the precarious 
and unstable working conditions of non-tenure-track (NTT) teach-
ing faculty. The COVID-19 pandemic that swept the United States in 
2020–2021 exposed deep cracks in the academic mission of colleges and 
universities. As institutions faced drastic budgetary cutbacks due to en-
rollment declines, loss of tuition revenue, and decreased funding, con-
tingent faculty positions, both full-time and part-time, were among the 
first to be eliminated. Part-time faculty were the group most affected by 
the pandemic, with a drop of 5 percent at all institutions and a 6 percent 
decrease at master’s, baccalaureate, and associate degree institutions. 4

Overall, the workforce experienced a 13 percent loss in what has been 
described in a Washington Post analysis as an “unequal recession” due 
to its severe impact on the lowest-paid workers. 5 While employees of 
color make up only one-quarter of the entire higher education work-
force, more than half of those laid off were nonwhite. 6 This trend is con-
sistent with a recent research study indicating that women and peo-
ple of color are more likely to be laid off during times of economic 
uncertainty. In fact, during the Great Recession of 2007–2009, hiring 
of Black, Hispanic, and Asian American faculty declined dispropor-
tionately in colleges and universities, with public institutions imple-
menting the largest cuts. 7 Crystal Chang, a lecturer at the University of 
California, Berkeley, summed up the dire circumstances of NTT fac-
ulty: “Contingent faculty were already living on the margins before the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Now we find ourselves at the precipice.” 8 The 
higher education workforce began a slow recovery, building back a third 
of the 660,000 jobs it had lost by mid-2021. 9

Public institutions were especially hard hit in the pandemic, with an 
estimated $74 billion decrease in state funding coupled with additional 
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expenditures of $24 billion for related safety measures. 10 This decima-
tion of budgetary resources is particularly problematic, since public insti-
tutions enroll 14.6 million of the nation’s 19.7 million students. Funding 
cuts disproportionately impact students of color and low-income stu-
dents who enroll in greater numbers in these institutions. Early esti-
mates indicate that enrollment of historically underrepresented students 
declined at a faster rate during the pandemic than enrollment of histor-
ically privileged students. 11

Notably, states affected by the tourism industry and fossil fuels faced 
dramatic drops in revenue, resulting in further fiscal retrenchment. For 
example, the University of Alaska endured three years of budget slashing 
and program reduction. In early 2020, the university’s Board of Regents 
voted to eliminate, reduce, or merge forty-five academic programs that 
included undergraduate majors in sociology, chemistry, and earth sci-
ences. In Nevada, a 20 percent cut to higher education in 2020 was fol-
lowed by an additional 12 percent cut over the biennium. 12 And at the 
University of Hawaii, the legislature cut the system budget by 10 percent, 
with a greater share or 14 percent assumed by the flagship Manoa cam-
pus. These substantial cuts amounted to $47 million in the first year and 
$42 million in the second year. 13 All told, the pandemic created budget-
ary crises at many institutions, both public and private, leading in many 
cases to cuts in part- and full-time contingent positions.

THE STEADY EROSION OF TENURED 

FACULTY POSITIONS

The layoffs of contingent faculty during the pandemic struck at the heart 
of the educational equation, since these faculty now comprise the ma-
jority of the instructional workforce. The continuous shrinking of the 
tenured faculty ranks over the past five decades has resulted in a signif-
icant imbalance of teaching resources. Now, nearly three-quarters of 
faculty are serving in part- and full-time contingent roles. Furthermore, 
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even among this new faculty majority, almost half of the instructional 
workforce is part-time, with another 20 percent holding full-time con-
tingent positions. 14

The dramatic increase in contingent faculty employment over the past 
five decades is not accidental. While it has arisen in some part due to fis-
cal constraints, the growth in both part- and full-time contingent posi-
tions also reflects the perceived benefits of administrative convenience 
and workforce control. The contingent faculty model now replicates the 
trend in the US workplace at large toward a gig economy that favors 
short-term, project-based assignments without employment protections. 
In their perceptive book The Gig Academy (2019), Adrianna Kezar, Tom 
DePaola, and Daniel Scott solidify the parallels between the gig econ-
omy and the gig academy. As they explain, the gig economy is a collec-
tion of workforce management approaches and practices that have em-
anated from neoliberalism. In higher education, these practices center 
around forms of “at will” and “just-in-time” employment as a major strat-
egy for control and regulation of the workforce. 15 In essence, these prac-
tices of administrative control hark back to twentieth-century industrial 
labor methods of control that limit employees’ rights and are justified in 
terms of cost efficiency and responsiveness to market demands. 16

The shift to a predominantly contingent faculty workforce has oc-
curred as job opportunities for new PhDs have eroded dramatically. 
Colleges and universities have capitalized on the oversupply of academi-
cally prepared candidates in today’s saturated academic job market. In 
the view of Kezar and colleagues, “the structural lack of stability im-
posed by the so-called gig economy is a key part of a broader regime for 
regulating a surplus labor supply, which it has intentionally fabricated.” 17 
What does this mean? Even given the lack of tenured faculty positions, 
academic institutions have continued unrelentingly to churn out doc-
toral degrees. In fact, the number of PhDs awarded in the United States 
doubled from 91,218 in 1976–1977 to 184,000 in 2017–2018. 18 Whether 
intentional or simply the desire of colleges and universities to sustain 
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enrollment in doctoral programs, the oversupply of PhD recipients 
means that the practices of short-term faculty and staff employment 
will continue to thrive.

Note also that the constriction of employment rights for contingent 
faculty through “at will” appointments substantially limits the exercise 
of the central component of tenured faculty work, that is, academic free-
dom. Contingent faculty have few if any safeguards for speaking out and 
also may have limited input into academic curricular matters. Henry 
Reichman, chair of the American Association of University Professors’ 
Committee A on Academic Freedom and Tenure, points out that threats 
to academic freedom have accelerated and are more dangerous than at 
any time period since the 1950s. 19 Interference in university governance 
by conservative legislators and corporatized boards of trustees, especially 
in the public sector, can undermine faculty control of teaching. Faculty 
members have experienced harassment through online and personal in-
teractions due to controversial comments made in or outside the class-
room. The examples of abrupt termination and nonrenewal of adjunct 
faculty for controversial comments or perceived violations of minor rules 
are numerous. 20

What is the appeal of the contingent faculty model to colleges and 
uni versities? Contingent faculty appointments allow substantially 
greater flexibility, represent a limited-term employment commitment, 
and require investment of far fewer financial resources. Part-time/ad-
junct faculty can be hired at the last minute by department chairs as 
course enrollments fluctuate from term to term. To add to the conve-
nience factor, the adjunct recruitment and hiring process usually has few 
procedural requirements, and department chairs can draw from avail-
able pools of individuals in their existing networks without the process 
requirements and search committees required for tenure-track appoint-
ments. Because appointments are essentially discretionary, there is con-
siderable leeway in decision-making, with few checks and balances and 
the tendency for department chairs and faculty to hire from existing 
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personal networks. These processes often do not involve affirmative ac-
tion and other standards that help ensure fair employment. 21 And chairs 
and tenured faculty who prefer to teach upper-division and graduate 
courses are often responsive to the appeal to deploy contingent faculty 
to teach large undergraduate sections.

The de-professionalization of contingent faculty roles derives from 
what scholars describe as a series of “material indignities” that are mag-
nified by economic insecurity. 22 In the words of Mark Purcell, a Uni-
versity of Washington professor who was formerly a contingent faculty 
member, through “pervasive exclusion, oppression, and devaluation,” 
these faculty are confined to “limbo,” a state of being in between, of rep-
resenting “a spectral, supernatural presence.” 23 As he explains, “They are 
not fully there. They are in limbo in every sense of the word. . . . [T]hey 
are not really members of the faculty. They are in between. And they 
are waiting. For something to break. . . . Meanwhile they move in the 
shadows.” 24 Consistent with this perspective, researchers Kim Tolley 
and Kristen Edwards aptly describe adjuncts and, by extension, contin-
gent faculty as members of a growing “academic precariat.” 25 Consider 
how Sahil, an Asian American male queer adjunct faculty member in 
a midwestern public research university, describes “the caste system” of 
two-tiered faculty employment in which even the language used to des-
ignate lecturers as compared to professors reifies this distinction: “An 
interesting thing to really reflect on is how the institution creates that 
caste system in many ways and then tries to reinforce it in the language 
they use.”

But the so-called case system extends beyond mere nomenclature. 
Research indicates that the impact of such secondary status in terms 
of job security, compensation, and health benefits is highly consequen-
tial and affects not only career but also life trajectories. In Dying for a 
Paycheck (2018), Stanford University professor Jeffrey Pfeffer identifies 
and documents ten workplace factors arising from employer decisions 
that affect health and mortality. Eight of these factors clearly apply to 
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the working conditions of part-time and even some full-time contin-
gent faculty: (1) unemployment as a result of being laid off (or the threat 
of being laid off ), (2) lack of health insurance, (3) working long hours in 
a week, (4) job insecurity, (5) low control over the job with relatively lit-
tle discretion, (6) high job demands, (7) low levels of social support, and 
(8) settings in which employment-related decisions do not seem fair. 
Based on a meta-analysis of more than two hundred articles by Pfeffer 
and his colleagues, research reveals that the factors have profound effects 
on mental and physical well-being and, in turn, affect morbidity, mor-
tality, and health care costs. Strikingly, the meta-analysis found that the 
absence of health insurance is the leading employment condition that 
contributes to the greatest number of annual excess deaths, followed by 
unemployment and then job insecurity. 26 In other words, job insecurity, 
unemployment or even sporadic employment, and the lack of health in-
surance affect mortality and life expectancy.

Take the experience of Gila Berryman, a Black English adjunct at the 
New York City College of Technology. She stopped at the supermar-
ket and had just pulled out her EBT (food stamp) card to pay for gro-
ceries when she ran into one of her students who greeted her with “Hi, 
Professor Berryman.” Berryman was averaging $10,000 per year from 
her part-time course load and had made only $23,000 one year when 
she took on summer classes and twelve hours of tutoring per week in 
addition to her full academic year course load, which involved grading 
six hundred papers. She knew that her students had no understanding 
of her reality, and a few students even guessed that her annual salary was 
close to $65,000. In her words,

I wasn’t ashamed of using food stamps to afford groceries. But that 
day I felt like a fraud. What kind of role model was I? I was a Black 
woman teaching working-class Black and brown students the im-
portance of learning to write clearly so they could get a good job, yet 
I couldn’t support myself on my own salary.
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After a decade of teaching as an adjunct, Berryman experienced a se-
vere case of burnout and left teaching to pursue freelance writing and 
editing jobs. 27

The average pay for part-time contingent faculty, or adjuncts, in doc-
toral institutions is only $1,288 per credit hour and $917 at associate de-
gree institutions. 28 This compensation typically does not account for 
work outside of class, including classroom preparation, grading papers, 
and office hours. Adjuncts do not receive the benefit of institutional 
commitment and support, whether in terms of ongoing employment, 
health care, training and development, or even obtaining a living wage. 
Most adjuncts who are paid per course do not have any health insur-
ance or retirement benefits from a plan to which their employer con-
tributed. In 2019–2020, only 30.4 percent of institutions contributed to 
retirement plans, and only 29.9 percent of institutions contributed to 
medical insurance premiums. 29 Adjunct appointments are at the mercy 
of departmental politics and can suffer from budgetary whiplash. Gary 
Rhoades, professor at the University of Arizona, remarked on the dif-
ficulties heightened by the pandemic, stating that adjuncts are “kind of 
like the Uber drivers. COVID just heightens and surfaces the already 
existing inequities.” 30

The working conditions for full-time contingent faculty are notice-
ably better, with longer contracts after initial periods that can range from 
as little as a semester to three or more years. These full-time roles at least 
offer some measure of stability, often involving appointments of one or 
more years and generally including health insurance and other benefits. 
An increasing number of institutions have developed contingent career 
ladders with title changes, salary increases, and even continuing status 
after an extended period. Nonetheless, our interviews reveal that mod-
est pay levels on nine-month contracts at doctoral research institutions 
that hover around $50,000 for teaching three courses per term can pres-
ent significant financial challenges. Only small salary adjustments may 
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be offered after an initial time period, and these adjustments remain un-
changed for the duration of a multiyear appointment.

For example, Valerie, a Black female full-time contingent faculty 
member at an eastern liberal arts college, notes the difficult trade-off 
between staying in a full-time contingent role with limited salary po-
tential and trying to piece together an income as an adjunct at multiple 
institutions. She concludes that the latter choice would leave her little 
energy and time to devote to students: 31

Sometimes you think this position is going to pay me that, and it 
doesn’t pay you that. And then if you renew the position, you have 
like a 2 percent increase in your pay that you have to hold on to for 
the next two or three years or however long your appointment is. So, 
you have to make a decision: Do I want to walk away or do I want to 
have five jobs that saturate me in five different places? So then I have 
1 percent of myself left to give to twenty-five students in front of me.

The typical workload for a full-time contingent faculty member is three 
courses per semester, although this configuration can vary significantly 
and may also involve additional components of service or administra-
tive work. At one public research university, a full-time lecturer is con-
sidered to be 88 percent full-time equivalency for the academic year yet 
teaches a full load of three courses per semester with an additional ser-
vice block. Ironically, at this university, although considered full time, 
these faculty are not paid as 100 percent full-time equivalency. In addi-
tion, according to a contingent faculty union leader at the university, the 
service block has grown in a kind of scope creep and includes commit-
tee meetings, faculty meetings, and work with students and the commu-
nity. This teaching load is in stark contrast with tenured faculty at the 
university, who teach two courses per semester with responsibilities for 
service and research.
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At some institutions, even so-called full-time contingent appoint-
ments can involve semester-by-semester variations in full-time equiva-
lency. For example, at another elite western public research university, a 
full-time appointment can dip in full-time equivalency over the course 
of a single school year. In such cases, health benefits can terminate espe-
cially during the summer months and wreak havoc in terms of needed 
health care coverage. The faculty member then may need to go through 
the onerous process of reapplying for coverage in the fall. Consistent 
with Jeffrey Pfeffer’s analysis, the roller coaster in health care coverage 
can be not only time-consuming and frustrating but also damaging to 
the health of individuals and their families.

With these prevailing workforce realities in mind, it is clear that the 
two-tiered faculty structure constitutes a significant inequality regime 
within higher education. Scholars Donald Tomaskovic-Dewey and 
Dustin Avent-Holt indicate that inequality regimes vary at the work-
place level, are not uniform, and depend on unequal power that has been 
routinized and reproduced through the medium of unequal employment 
conditions. 32 Moreover, as social theorist Joe Feagin points out, institu-
tions and processes that reproduce social inequality are grounded in re-
lationships that are fundamentally inegalitarian, asymmetrical, and op-
positional. Powerlessness is a key feature replicated in contingent faculty 
status and is emblematic of well-developed and long-standing systems 
of oppression. 33

Asymmetrical power arising from status differentials is exacerbated 
when individuals in secondary academic positions are from different 
cultural and social identities than those in authority. 34 As a result, con-
tingent faculty can experience double marginalization due to their sec-
ondary employment status in the academic hierarchy coupled with 
the exclusion resulting from minoritized social identities. When cou-
pled with minoritized status, contingent faculty often must struggle 
for acceptance, recognition, and career stability in the day-to-day ac-
ademic environment and can face devaluation of their contributions. 
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Perceptions of incompetence can limit their contributions, opportunity, 
and mobility with significant material, social, and psychological out-
comes. 35 Yet remarkably, only recently have accounts of the experiences 
of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) in contingent fac-
ulty roles even begun to come to light. For example, Takumi Sato, an 
Asian American cisgender male NTT faculty member at a predomi-
nantly white institution, documents the racial battle fatigue he experi-
enced resulting from being ignored, pacified, and deflected within ac-
ademe as a person of color. He acknowledges that he was inadequately 
prepared for the tactics used against him and underestimated the extent 
to which systematic oppression permeated academic spaces. 36

INTERLOCKING DIMENSIONS OF EXCLUSION

Based on extensive research and our own interview findings, in this 
book we posit that the intersectionality of minoritized social identities 
including race, gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, disability, age, 
class, and religion can compound and intensify experiences of margin-
alization and exclusion for contingent faculty. In the higher education 
environment, scholars have recognized the unique experiences that de-
rive from the intersectionality of social identities and the ways in which 
membership in different identity groups can affect how individuals are 
perceived and treated on college campuses. 37

Yet, as Fred Bonner, professor and chair of educational leadership 
at Prairie View A&M University, explains, intersectionality has “fallen 
woefully short in providing an authentic rendering of the experiences 
of Black men and boys.” Bonner suggests the term “mascu’sectionality” 
as a possible alternative theoretical framework for Black males. This ap-
proach does not negate feminist perspectives but instead seeks a viable 
approach to the experiences of Black men. He cites the challenges of us-
ing intersectionality as a critical lens to evaluate the experiences of Black 
men who are presumed to share the advantages of patriarchy and, when 



12 tHe cHAllenges oF minoRitiZed FAcUltY

they do not, are seen as somehow deviant. 38 In this regard, consider how 
Justin, a Black male clinical sociology faculty member in an elite west-
ern private university, describes the double marginalization he faces as 
a contingent faculty member and a scholar on social justice and race:

It’s twofold. . . . [M]y place in the hierarchy in terms of tenure. . . . 
[T]hat’s part of the pie. The other half would have to be . . . because 
I am who I am and what I am talking about: this idea of calling out 
social justice and race, talking about intersectionality, talking about 
the white racial frame. That’s beyond them. . . . So I think you are iso-
lated because of skin tone but also by the manner in which I speak 
for equality and justice and point out the wrongs within systems in 
organizations.

Reinforcing Bonner’s observation, Justin indicates that because he is a 
Black male speaking about racism, others may feel discomfort, as he is 
forcing them “to look in that mirror” in terms of their relationship to 
white supremacy and systemic oppression. Justin’s keen description of 
his vulnerable positionality in the academic hierarchy sheds light on 
the double jeopardy faced by minoritized contingent faculty. While be-
ing male is not usually described as a minoritized identity, being a Black 
male has vastly different connotations and has led to extensive stereo-
typing in the United States. As Justin explains,

You know, I’m dealing with a two-edged sword. One due to the stereo-
types and thoughts about a Black male . . . and the lack of real power 
as a contingency sort of instructor. I think I’m challenged more than 
I would be if I was a white male or if I was a white female or if I was 
a Black female as well.

The pioneering work of sociologist Patricia Hill Collins provides a ho-
listic framework for understanding the impact of intersectionality and 
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systems of power on minoritized contingent faculty in the higher edu-
cation workplace. Her analysis highlights the “cognitive architecture” of 
intersectionality in terms of the overlapping core constructs of relation-
ality, power, social inequality, social context, complexity, and social justice. 
The guiding premises of this framework clarify how these interlocking 
systems of power reinforce each other, yield complex social inequalities, 
and shape the differential experiences of both individuals and groups. 39

The concept of relationality refers to the interdependence of race, gen-
der, class, and other systems of power and the ways that these systems 
mutually construct each other. According to Collins, examination of 
the ways in which multiple structures of domination intersect allows “a 
clearer view of oppression,” since, for example, minority women cannot 
use whiteness to neutralize the stigma of being Black or maleness to ne-
gate female subordination. 40 Columbia University professor Kimberlé 
Crenshaw further cautions against thinking about subordination as oc-
curring along a single axis or category causing distortion in which, for 
example, Black women “are theoretically erased.” 41

In this regard, a study of fifty-nine Black female executives in the cor-
porate sector offers significant insight into the phenomenon of intersec-
tional invisibility in which individuals from two or more nondominant 
groups are both physically hypervisible and cognitively invisible. These 
executives experienced the tendency to be consistently overlooked, for-
gotten, or disregarded even as they held positions in the upper four lev-
els of their organizations. Michaela, a managing director of financial 
services, described the challenge of having “a boss who really gives you 
no airtime, cancels every meeting, doesn’t give you a sense of belonging.” 
In navigating intersectional invisibility, the female executives have had 
to focus on the development of professional identities that aligned with 
others’ expectations for their leadership in order to disconfirm negative 
stereotypes. The lack of acceptance in these roles has led them to scru-
tinize and carefully construct their professional image by focusing on 
style, appearance, and related factors. 42
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Another eye-opening study of 423 corporations, “Women in the 
Work place 2021,” found that women of color and women with other 
traditionally marginalized identities face a wider and more frequent 
range of microaggressions at work that cast them as outsiders. In addi-
tion, they receive less support and are twice as likely to feel burned out 
and three times as likely to report struggling to concentrate at work due 
to stress. Tellingly, the study reveals that women who are “the only” or 

“double onlys” in a workplace face greater discrimination, bias, and pres-
sure to perform. 43

Furthermore, the exclusion experienced by minoritized contingent 
faculty may in some cases be an extension of socially imposed barriers 
that individuals have experienced previously in the educational pro-
cess. Several of our interviewees described the challenges they faced as 
first-generation college students coming from immigrant or low-income 
backgrounds. While in graduate school, they did not have any assis-
tance from influential faculty sponsors in navigating the complex re-
quirements of doctoral education or in subsequently obtaining a coveted 
tenure-track position. For example, Sahil, the Asian American queer 
contingent faculty member cited earlier, describes how his undergradu-
ate experiences and the lack of sponsorship in unfamiliar academic en-
vironments substantially affected his later career trajectory:

I really struggled as an undergraduate student. And I think because 
of that, I, you know, didn’t pursue things like an independent study; I 
didn’t write an honors thesis. I didn’t have the best relationships with 
my faculty because they didn’t reflect my identities or they were not as 
inclusive as I would have hoped that they were. And so, I think those 
things prevented me from going straight into a PhD program. I think 
my identity impacted it in terms of long-term trajectory. So, I think that, 
you know, if I had more privileged identities I probably would have 
a PhD by now and hopefully, you know, have a tenure-track position.
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Tressie McMillan Cottom, professor at the University of North Carolina– 
Chapel Hill, further emphasizes that the perils of adjunctification are in-
tensified for Black contingent faculty. These faculty may have already en-
countered significant structural barriers in the educational process lead-
ing to their subsequent difficulty in attaining tenured positions. In fact, 
Cottom sees adjunctification as a pathway to poverty: “Adjunct labor in 
higher education has revealed the structural flaw in our post-recession 
reality: The prescription for poverty — educational attainment — has be-
come a condition for poverty.” 44 In other words, the very myth of prog-
ress through educational attainment for underrepresented groups has 
led to an uncertain career pathway that can result in poverty and lack of 
stable employment.

THE EXPENDABLE NATURE OF CONTINGENT 

FACULTY APPOINTMENTS

Consider the ways that the pandemic has laid bare the underlying scaf-
folding of faculty inequality in the two-tiered employment model. The 
stories of contingent faculty losing their positions during the pandemic 
were so widespread that the Chronicle of Higher Education ran a special 
article titled “Forced Out” in April 2021. These reports of contingent fac-
ulty layoffs are just the most prominent instances that surfaced in press 
accounts. The devastating experiences of contingent faculty underscore 
their precarious working conditions, financial challenges, psychological 
demoralization, and the loss of identity that can result from nonrenewal. 
In some cases, individuals were already well advanced in their careers 
with few prospects of finding new positions. Ageism can impinge upon 
the career prospects of more senior faculty in a severely constrained ac-
ademic job market. Just as significant, however, is the impact of the lay-
offs on the student educational experience and the loss to the scope and 
richness of educational programs. As academic programs are downsized 
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or even eliminated, students lose the opportunity to pursue important 
fields of interest and work closely with valued faculty mentors.

Among the shattering accounts included in the Chronicle of Higher 
Education article is that of Zoe Fox, math lecturer at the University of 
Illinois at Chicago. Fox (who uses the pronouns they, them, and theirs), 
described the emotional toll of not being reappointed in the fall of 2020 
after two years of working at the institution. When told while teach-
ing a summer course that there were no jobs, Fox described entering 
the first of the five stages of grief. Still retaining hope for reappoint-
ment, Fox penned a letter to department leaders that ultimately received 
no response.

Upon finally receiving notice of nonreappointment in the summer 
of 2020, Fox cried at the news but still had to show up to teach classes 
the next day. As Fox explained, “Losing your job is one of these cultural 
touchstones where everybody knows it sucks, but you don’t actually re-
alize how humiliating and terrifying it is until it happens to you.” 45 Later, 
after living on unemployment insurance and a stipend from the faculty 
union, Fox found a job as a staff organizer for the university’s graduate 
union. The realization that faculty are expendable and that the univer-
sity is run like a business became clear to Fox from this experience. In 
Fox’s poignant words, “Cutting costs means cutting me.”

The working conditions at the University of Illinois at Chicago for 
contingent faculty are quite typical. Although both part- and full-time 
contingent faculty at the university are represented by the United Faculty 
union, the contract only requires notification of renewal (or nonrenewal) 
of fall NTT appointments by the preceding June 1. Little recourse ex-
ists for appeal or reconsideration. Yet, when fully 5 percent of NTT fac-
ulty were not renewed in 2020, the union submitted a letter of protest 
signed by 250 faculty and allies to the university administration. When 
no response was forthcoming, the union began to pressure the Board 
of Trustees by holding a press conference and sending a letter timed to 
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coincide with the board meeting. In the press conference, Jeff Schuhrke, 
a visiting lecturer and contingent faculty member, emphasized the pre-
vailing administrative view that NTT faculty are disposable and expend-
able in a system that creates anxiety and uncertainty and therefore hurts 
the students who rely on these faculty. 46

Other stories of contingent faculty layoffs reverberated across the ed-
ucational landscape, with a particularly significant toll taken on small 
liberal arts colleges. Take the situation of Lenora Warren, an Afri-
can American and Latina lecturer in the Department of English at 
Ithaca College who was laid off from her teaching position in African 
American literature. Warren holds a PhD in English from New York 
University and had left a tenure-track position at Colgate University 
to be with her husband, who is executive director of the Cornell Prison 
Education Program. Warren’s academic achievements include a book on 
abolitionism and insurrection in the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries. When notified of the nonrenewal of her contingent teaching posi-
tion, she found herself “demoralized” with “a sense of total identity loss.” 
She was perplexed at how the college claimed to believe in diversity 
but was cutting that part of the curriculum. Discouraged and dispirited, 
Warren stopped attending the administration’s faculty forums once she 
realized that “the ‘we’ being referenced were the ones who were staying, 
whose jobs were safe — not the ones being fired. It isn’t even my college 
anymore.” 47

On of the most egregious cases of contingent faculty nonrenewals 
during the pandemic was the massive layoff of 2,800 adjunct faculty and 
1 part-time staff in the twenty-five-campus system of the City University 
of New York (CUNY). Announced on July 1, 2020, this sweeping action 
underscored the vulnerability of part-time instructional faculty despite 
their long-standing contributions to the institutions they served. As was 
the situation at a number of other institutions, the timing of the layoffs 
occurred amid an already bleak employment situation and appeared to 
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contradict the commitment to employees that should have been at the 
forefront of institutional human resources policy.

The impersonal way the layoffs were communicated reinforced the 
disposable nature of adjunct faculty appointments. Significant prior 
service to the institutions by these faculty appeared to have minimal 
impact. For example, longtime adjuncts such as Bernard A. Bilawsky at 
Queensborough Community College, who had taught business courses 
for forty-eight years as a “temporary” employee, were only sent a three- 
line form email about their reappointment. 48 As Bilawsky recounts,

Along with hundreds of other adjuncts, at the end of June, I received 
a three-line form email from the college HR director informing me 
that I would not be reappointed for the fall semester. My years as 
an adjunct started in the spring semester of 1972. Yes, that’s correct. 
Forty-eight years ago I became a “temporary” employee. Since that 
time, I was offered courses each semester by each of the department’s 
four different chairpersons, until now. I received not a personal word 
in regard to my impending departure from the college. Nothing. Not 
from the department chair and not from the director of HR, in spite of both 
of them knowing me for decades.

Monika Pacholcyk, adjunct lecturer at LaGuardia Community College 
and Baruch College, also described her nonreappointment as “extended 
agony” after more than twenty years at LaGuardia and twelve years at 
Baruch. At age fifty-three, Pacholcyk lost her health insurance and had 
to pay the rent for her one-bedroom Queens apartment with unem-
ployment insurance and cover her burgeoning medical expenses with 
Medicaid. 49

Even prior to the pandemic, adjunct salaries at CUNY had made it 
difficult to earn a subsistence-level living in New York City. As Rose 
Squillacote, adjunct assistant professor of political science at Hunter 
College, observed, “Currently, if I were to work ‘full-time’ as an ad-
junct (and my earnings are in the higher range of what adjuncts make), 
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teaching six classes a year, I would make $30,000 a year pre-tax — about 
$19 an hour.” 50

Pushback to CUNY’s large-scale downsizing of the contingent fac-
ulty ranks occurred at a subsequent hearing held by the Higher Edu-
ca tion, Civil Service, and Labor Committees of the New York City 
Council in November 2020. CUNY’s senior vice chancellor and chief 
financial officer, Matthew Sapienza, testified that despite the receipt 
by CUNY of $251 million from the federal government in the 2020 
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act, the cuts were justi-
fied by a 5.1 percent drop in enrollment, with additional expenses arising 
from the pandemic and a state budget cut by Governor Andrew Cuomo 
of $2 billion, or 20 percent of the budget. 51

Unsatisfied by this explanation, city council Higher Education Com-
mittee chair Inez Barron pressed Sapienza and Pamela Silverblatt, se-
nior vice chancellor for labor relations, further: “We know that CUNY 
relies on adjuncts for the bulk of the instruction,” she said. “So why are 
we now gutting that body that is responsible for delivering that instruc-
tion?” And Barbara Bowen, president of the Professional Staff Congress/
CUNY that represents the employees, chastised the university for its 
rush to lay off adjuncts: “They rushed to lay off adjuncts even before cuts 
were applied, revealing the deep structural problem of contingency.” 52

The financial justification offered by Sapienza for the large-scale lay-
offs was later seriously undercut when a proposal to hire the McKinsey 
Corporation for a $3 million no-bid consulting contract to develop a 
plan for reopening the university was set to come to a vote at the April 
2021 board meeting. After a tidal wave of public pressure, the proposal 
was pulled from the agenda at the last minute. 53 CUNY’s mixed mes-
sage of considering multimillion-dollar consulting contracts while con-
ducting layoffs of low-paid adjuncts appeared to be at odds with its 
long-standing commitment to provide education to working-class fam-
ilies. In fact, the median household income of CUNY students is less 
than $40,000 a year, and 38 percent of the students come from house-
holds earning less than $20,000 per year. 54
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In another prominent example of mass adjunct layoffs during the 
pandemic, Rutgers University (also known as the State University of 
Jersey) asked its adjunct workforce to help transition to remote instruc-
tion in the spring of 2020. Yet, after the adjuncts pitched in and retooled 
for the change, when the pandemic struck Rutgers did not rehire three 
hundred adjuncts for the next academic year. This move was particu-
larly astonishing, since 30 percent of undergraduate courses at Rutgers 
are taught by part-time adjuncts. Critics noted that the cost of rehiring 
the adjuncts for both the fall and spring semesters was less than the sal-
ary of the head football coach, who was earning $4 million in the first 
year of an eight-year contract. 55 Once again, we see a disconnection be-
tween claims of financial difficulties when it comes to the meager sala-
ries of part-time faculty and the willingness to spend exorbitant sums 
of money for other administrative purposes.

Compounding the difficulties, on a number of college campuses a 
clear blow was delivered to faculty labor unions as universities and col-
leges invoked fiscal exigency clauses to justify faculty layoffs. Between 
2013 and 2019, significant growth in the unionization of contingent fac-
ulty in both public and private universities had occurred, with 118 newly 
certified bargaining units and a total of 36,264 members added between 
2013 and 2019. 56 The pandemic revealed the inability of collective bar-
gaining units to protect faculty, both tenured and nontenured, in the 
face of budget crises, resulting in the wholesale elimination of majors, 
programs, and departments. Although NTT faculty have union repre-
sentation at both Rutgers and CUNY, fiscal exigency and emergency 
clauses in their contractual agreements permitted the implementation 
of large-scale layoffs. In another example, at the University of Akron 
the arbitrator, Jack Buettner, ruled in binding arbitration that the “cata-
strophic circumstances” permitted the elimination of unionized faculty 
positions, including tenured faculty incumbents. 57 After the dust set-
tled, 67 faculty were laid off, and 21 retired or voluntarily resigned. 58 In 
spite of these difficult financial circumstances, researchers indicate that 
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NTT faculty have been important catalysts for change on college cam-
puses particularly at the localized level. 59

Looking at the bigger picture, many public universities and colleges 
including Rutgers, CUNY, and the University of Akron have suffered 
from the continuous shrinking of state support. As we shall discuss fur-
ther in chapter 1, declining state support for public higher education has 
caused colleges and universities to make up budgetary shortfalls with 
increased tuition and fees. Today, tuition and fees represent the major 
source of revenue for public higher education. 60

QUESTIONS THE BOOK SEEKS TO ANSWER

Although a substantial body of research has focused on the working con-
ditions of contingent faculty over the past few decades, scant attention 
has been paid to the differential experiences of minoritized faculty in 
these roles. The dilemmas posed by a rapidly changing academic land-
scape and increased hostility to diversity in the United States have in-
tensified the challenges for contingent faculty from minoritized groups. 
Due to the very limited literature on the experiences of minoritized con-
tingent faculty, this book seeks to explore the disparate workplace reali-
ties encountered by these faculty in both part- and full-time NTT roles. 
Our research focuses on four-year institutions both private and public, 
although we include associate degree colleges with four-year degrees in 
the overall data analysis shared in chapter 2.

The book focuses on the following policy and research questions:

1. How have neoliberal trends, political partisanship, and a tighten-
ing of administrative control in colleges and universities acceler-
ated the movement to a two-tiered faculty instructional model?

2. What are the discrete challenges faced by minoritized faculty in 
contingent roles? How has the intersectionality of minoritized 
characteristics such as race, gender, sexual orientation, gender 
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identity, first-generation status, disability, and age affected their 
employment experiences?

3. What specific strategies have assisted minoritized contingent fac-
ulty in coping with the stress and precariousness of their employ-
ment status?

4. How can institutions adopt proactive workforce strategies and pol-
icies to address the employment conditions of contingent faculty?

Our primary audience for the book is presidents, provosts, chief fi-
nancial officers, academic and administrative leaders, department chairs, 
tenure-line and contingent faculty, and diversity officers as well as those 
involved in university strategic planning initiatives and staffs of state/lo-
cal legislative entities responsible for supporting academic goals.

METHODOLOGY FOR THE STUDY

An extensive literature review was undertaken for the book, including a 
broad range of resources on contingent faculty and the limited research 
pertaining to the experiences of minoritized contingent faculty. We ap-
proached the existing literature on contingent faculty using extended 
case methodology to formulate the questions asked and assess the find-
ings from twenty in-depth interviews conducted with contingent fac-
ulty and diversity officers/administrators. The extended case method 
focuses on “theoretical gaps or silences” in the literature that may re-
sult from overlooking or failing to address particular aspects of empir-
ical phenomena. 61 Specifically, we found that while the existing litera-
ture largely addresses overall working conditions for contingent faculty, 
only a partial understanding of these conditions can be obtained with-
out examining the impact of minoritized social identities and intersec-
tionality on work experiences. As such, our book seeks to expand and 
amplify existing theory on the tenuous employment conditions of con-
tingent faculty and illustrate how minoritized social identities includ-
ing race, gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, disability, age, class, 
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and religion can intensify experiences of marginalization and exclusion. 
We draw further from the interpretive case method in examining the 
details derived from our interview findings to illuminate larger macro-
realities in the higher education workplace. 62

Take, for example, the reverse discrimination complaint filed by a 
white male student against one of our interviewees, Monica, the only 
Black female lecturer in her department in a largely white midwestern 
research university. The student escalated the complaint to the provost 
when he received a grade of B instead of an A. As we detail further in 
chapter 3, the parents of the student refused to believe that Monica had 
a doctorate and claimed that she had lied about her qualifications. The 
mother of the student wrote a note claiming that the family was not rac-
ist, stating, “We have black people in our family so we couldn’t possibly 
be racist.” Monica’s colleagues did not understand the extent to which 
the situation derived from her minoritized identity. As Monica her-
self observed, “I think it would have been different if I were a man. . . . 
Obviously it was about race and so the intersection of race and gen-
der.” The data from this interview enhances our understanding of the 
precarious nature of contingent faculty appointments by revealing how 
such contingency can be magnified by the intersectionality of minori-
tized identities.

In this study we refer to NTT faculty as part- or full-time contin-
gent faculty. The term “adjunct” is also used to describe part-time con-
tingent faculty. The terms “clinical professor” and “professor of practice” 
refer to an NTT appointment in which the faculty member’s work in-
volves practical instruction of students such as in medicine, law, and 
engineering.

All but one of the interviews were conducted virtually via Zoom 
over an eight-month period between May and December 2021; one in-
terview was via telephone. The interview questions covered the terms of 
the interviewees’ appointments and their experiences in teaching. Open- 
ended questions were posed relating to appointment renewal, course as-
signments, student evaluations, and relationship with the department 
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chair, as were questions regarding possible differential treatment based 
on social identities. The interviews were conducted by the first author, 
and notes on the salient points of the transcripts were compared by 
the coauthors. The interviews were approximately one hour in length. 
Informed consent was obtained for interviewing purposes, and the par-
ticipants were assured of their confidentiality. All but three of the inter-
viewees chose to remain anonymous. The interviewees were provided 
transcribed passages selected for use in the study for their review and 
permission. A profile of the interviewees and a summary of key demo-
graphic data are included in the appendix.

Analysis of data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System served as the basis for the summary tables in chapter 2. We fo-
cused on full- and part-time contingent faculty data from four-year in-
stitutions including associate degree institutions that include bacca-
laureate degrees, analyzed data by institutional type, and examined the 
relationship of full-time tenure-line faculty to contingent faculty over 
a five-decade period.

We begin our study in chapter 1 by examining the systemic factors 
that have led to the evolution of a two-tiered faculty model. In order to 
understand this consequential shift, we focus on the progressive impact 
of the forces of neoliberalism. In this context, we highlight the troubling 
convergence of diminished funding for public higher education by con-
servative state legislatures with rising student diversity.



1

How did we get Here? 
neoliberalism and the two-

tiered Faculty equation

Budgets reflect administrative priorities and 
political choices, not economic realities.

CRYSTAL CHANG, “HOW THE PANDEMIC HAS PUSHED 

CONTINGENT FACULT Y TO THE PRECIPICE”

H
ow has the educational situation morphed so dramatically 
that the very stability of tenured faculty employment is now 
in danger? In this chapter we explore the ways in which the 

progressive tide of neoliberalism has permeated institutional structures, 
employment models, curricular emphases, organizational culture, and 
decision-making processes. We trace the steady rise of the two-tiered 
faculty model with its ramifications for college budgets and student 
learning. Surprisingly, the impact of this massive structural change on 
the employment conditions of contingent faculty and particularly mi-
noritized faculty and the relation to student learning outcomes has 
gained relatively little research attention in a number of recent in-depth 
studies of neoliberalism in higher education. 1

With the crystallization of neoliberalism and market-based practices 
in the contingent faculty employment model, a gradual and troubling 
devaluation of teaching and the educational experience is clearly well 
under way. In The Great Mistake (2016), Christopher Newfield sums up 
the problematic shift in educational spending and the shift away from 
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instruction in public higher education: “The public university is failing, 
not because it spends too much money on its core activities of teaching 
and research, but because it spends too little on them.” 2 Henry Giroux 
similarly notes the perils arising from the neoliberal casualization of ac-
ademic labor reflected in the increasing numbers of part-time faculty, 
with a weakened faculty demoralized by the loss of rights and power. 
While his extensive research on neoliberalism in higher education is 
less focused on the experiences of contingent faculty, Giroux nonethe-
less describes the working conditions of adjunct and nontenured fac-
ulty as similar to indentured servants who are overworked and under-
paid and often lack benefits. 3

With these insights in mind, we now delve further into the threat 
posed by the damaging spread of conservative neoliberal practices in 
higher education and government institutions such as state legislatures. 
In this context, we examine the large-scale restructuring of the academic 
workforce through reconfiguration of the faculty role and the increased 
corporatization of the academic landscape.

THE UNDERPINNINGS OF NEOLIBERALISM

The gradual transformation of the academic landscape has not occurred 
in a vacuum and reflects the assimilation of neoliberal norms within the 
culture of higher education over the past half century. In the decades 
after World War II, the view of higher education as a public good was 
linked to the attainment of a democratic society for all Americans. But 
this perspective began to shift with the emergence of neoliberal eco-
nomic thought in the 1950s and 1960s. In the aftermath of civil rights 
legislation, a shift to themes of privatization, individual choice, and ed-
ucation as a private good emerged in the context of broader social equal-
ity in the United States. 4 The social role of public higher education as 
enabling the upward mobility for underserved citizens was replaced by 
an economic view of higher education linked to corporate global com-
petitiveness. 5
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Neoliberalism arose as a counterrevolution in response to what some 
perceived as governmental social welfare–type reforms undertaken 
based on the economic theory of John Maynard Keynes. Proponents 
of Keynesian thought viewed government intervention and invest-
ment perspective as necessary to address major economic recessions 
and stimulate consumer demand. 6 The Keynesian economic perspec-
tive was called into question in the aftermath of “stagflation,” or high 
inflation and high unemployment, as rates of profit for US businesses 
began to drop from 1965 to 1973. Responding to these economic devel-
opments, neoliberal economists reignited the emphasis on free market 
capitalism, which they associated with individual freedom, privatization, 
and reduction of governmental regulations particularly in relation to 
corporations. Yet, the net effect of the neoliberal counterrevolution was 
to increase the power of large corporations in both public and private 
life. Turning to the past and the perceived benefits of free markets, neo-
liberal thinkers sought to rejuvenate economic treatises such as Adam 
Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1782). Ironically, however, Smith himself 
had cautioned against the dangers of large corporations and monopolies 
that limited market competition. He viewed small businesses as essen-
tial to the cultivation of free markets. 7 Further, as David Harvey points 
out, the role of government was seen as providing an institutional frame-
work that supported oligopoly capitalism, and this framework in turn 
perpetuated wealth inequality. 8 Neoliberalism inconsistently relied on 
the executive, legislative, and judicial powers of the state to reconfigure 
free markets by guaranteeing monetary stability, reducing corporate tax-
ation, and eliminating governmental regulations. 9

At its heart, neoliberalism was more than simply an economic move-
ment and an espousal of the principles of free market capitalism. It oc-
curred as a sociopolitical response to breakthroughs in racial equality 
that took place with the Brown v. Board of Education school desegrega-
tion decisions of 1954 and 1955 and the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 10 Just 
as public spaces became more accessible to Blacks and other minorities, 
some whites sought to protect private spaces and retain these spaces as 
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separate and segregated. Sociologist Randolph Hohle aptly identifies 
the binary of white private/Black public as the underlying paradigm in 
these systematic efforts. 11

Neoliberal policymakers advocated for privatization programs in var-
ious arenas including public education and also sought to reduce gov-
ernmental social reforms. At the same time, neoliberals lobbied to re-
duce governmental deregulation in corporate spheres and pressed for 
the “upward redistribution” of economic returns, including those from 
state entities, into the pockets of businesses and elite stakeholders. 12 
With the emphasis on the reduced role of the public sector, neoliber-
als also sought to stem the influence and power of labor unions. In what 
has been termed “a postwelfare model of capitalism,” neoliberal efforts 
have been directed toward reducing protections for workers and erod-
ing collective bargaining. 13

Mid-twentieth-century neoliberal thinkers such as the Nobel Prize–
winning University of Chicago economist Milton Friedman espoused 
individual economic liberty, limited government, and consumer choice 
in the context of a competitive marketplace. Friedman argued against the 
subsidization of educational institutions, believing that funding insti-
tutions “has led to an indiscriminate subsidization of institutions rather 
than of people.” 14 In his view, funding should go to individual students, 
not state governments, a view that later prevailed in the Educational 
Amendments of 1972 and the determination by Congress to distribute 
Pell Grants to individual students rather than institutions.

The critique of higher education by Republican lawmakers and the 
tightening of budgetary purse strings has been accompanied by calls for 
greater public accountability in the educational process. This focus has 
led in turn to the introduction of market-like metrics focused on effi-
ciency particularly as measured in financial terms. 15 State performance- 
based funding systems have been adopted by thirty state governments, 
although some were discontinued temporarily. Due to the metrics em-
ployed, some institutions have chosen to admit fewer disadvantaged 
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students in order to raise academic requirements and also have focused 
on high schools with more middle- and upper-class white students. 16 
These critiques have also drawn attention to low teaching loads for full- 
time faculty and the prevalent emphasis on research over teaching. 17

DECLINING STATE FUNDING AND 

RISING STUDENT DIVERSITY

With the advent of neoliberalism, we chart the convergence of two im-
portant trends in public higher education: the substantial decrease in 
budgetary appropriations by conservative state legislatures that occurred 
just as student racial diversity increased. In a recent book, Edna Chun 
and social theorist Joe Feagin posit that the decline in state funding for 
higher education by conservative legislatures is linked to the demo-
graphic shift in student enrollment as increasingly diverse cohorts of stu-
dents have enrolled in colleges and universities. 18

Whereas in 1980 four out of every five students at public institutions 
including two-year colleges were white, by 2015 slightly more than one 
of every two students was a student of color. 19 Between 2007 and 2017 
alone, the proportion of undergraduate students of color grew from 
28 percent to 45 percent. 20 From a rather draconian standpoint, Herb 
Childress observes that the contingent faculty model is now “a stan-
dard operating feature of a system of higher education” explicitly con-
figured to provide different levels of service to different populations. 
Elite universities and selective liberal arts colleges employ fewer con-
tingent faculty, while at lesser-tier institutions, the majority of faculty 
are contingent. 21

Empirical research by Barrett Taylor, Brendan Cantwell, and their 
colleagues solidifies the clear connection between partisan affiliations 
related to racial identity under unified Republican governments and a 
decline in state appropriations. 22 Specifically, under unified Republican 
control of the state gubernatorial and legislative branches, growth in the 
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enrollment of underrepresented students is substantially correlated with 
deeper cuts in state appropriations compared to states with a larger rep-
resentation of white students. 23 The impact of racial resentment can be 
postulated, given that Republican and Republican-leaning voters are 
mostly white, with 86 percent white representation in 2016. 24

Witness the unrelenting decrease in state funding to higher educa-
tion in eighteen of the forty years between 1980–1981 and 2018–2019. 25 
Between 2008 and 2019 alone, state cuts in higher education amounted 
to $34 billion, with thirty-seven states reducing per-student funding and 
six states cutting appropriations by more than 30 percent. By 2017, most 
state colleges and universities had reached an unfortunate milestone 
when they obtained more of their funding from tuition than from gov-
ernmental appropriations. 26 If the present trend continues, by 2059 state 
funding could reach zero. 27At the same time, average tuition at four-year 
colleges rose by $2,576, or 35.2 percent, and in ten states by more than 
50 percent. 28 These increases have reflected the need to offset budgetary 
losses. But the increasing tuition costs have disproportionately affected 
students of color and working-class students, as shown in a study of 597 
public institutions. In fact, one study found that a $1,000 increase in tui-
tion was correlated with a drop of 4.5 percent in campus diversity among 
full-time first-year students. 29

The financial situation is not improving. In its fiscal year 2020 report, 
the State Higher Education Officers Association noted that in all like-
lihood public colleges and universities now face more precarious finan-
cial circumstances than at any time in recent history. Tuition revenue in 
fiscal year 2020 failed to keep pace with the rate of inflation as student 
enrollment declined in thirty-five states, with the most severe declines 
in public two-year institutions. The report warns that “continuing to use 
higher education as a budgetary release valve as state economies recover 
from the pandemic recession may undermine student affordability and 
harm public institutions’ ability to provide quality educational oppor-
tunities.” 30 According to one financial projection, decreased enrollment, 
loss of tuition revenue, declining international student enrollment, and 



 31How did we get HeRe?

suspension of athletic programs could result in revenue losses of $85 bil-
lion in fiscal year 2021.

Given these factors, we have also seen how the COVID-19 pandemic 
heightened employment insecurity for contingent faculty, who are usu-
ally the first to be laid off in the face of budgetary shortfalls. This trend 
is particularly ominous in terms of the looming issues posed by contin-
ued reductions in state funding by conservative legislatures. Further, the 
trend has significant implications for the educational experiences of the 
growing cohort of diverse students in terms of the loss of faculty role 
models from minoritized groups.

During the course of the pandemic, the federal government did step 
in to alleviate the budgetary situation and provide much-needed tem-
porary investments to higher education. Three successive stimulus pack-
ages were passed: the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security 
Act of 2020 and the Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental 
Appropriations Act of 2020, signed by President Donald Trump, and the 
American Rescue Plan Act of 2021, signed by President Joe Biden. These 
three pieces of legislation passed by Congress provided significant infu-
sions to the Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund of nearly $14 bil-
lion, $20 billion, and $40 billion, respectively. 31 Under all three stimulus 
packages, half of the funds allotted by the Higher Education Emergency 
Relief Fund had to be distributed to students through emergency grants.

Interestingly, the stimulus funding did counteract regressive state 
funding trends by addressing the disparate needs of low-income stu-
dents and minority-serving institutions. Distribution of funding oc-
curred through the Title IV system based on percentages of Pell Grant 
recipients at each institution. All three bills included allocations specifi-
cally designated for historically Black colleges and universities, tribal col-
leges, and minority-serving institutions. Without the stimulus funds and 
due to the precipitous decline in state tax revenues, states would have cut 
spending to higher education by 2.3 percent. Nonetheless, the ways the 
states have spent the stimulus funds have varied. 32 Yet, an analysis by the 
State Higher Education Officers Association cited earlier emphasizes 
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that while these three pieces of legislation did provide significant tem-
porary assistance, this funding does not replace the ongoing need for un-
restricted state operating support to public institutions. 33

With these financial realities at the forefront, we turn now to discuss 
the forces that have led to the reconfiguration of the traditional faculty 
portfolio and the progressive decoupling of teaching, research, and ser-
vice leading to the subordination of undergraduate students in terms of 
institutional priorities.

RECONFIGURATION OF THE FACULTY ROLE

Over time, the permeation of the neoliberal agenda in higher education 
and a number of concurrent external influences have led to a narrower 
conceptualization of faculty work, resulting in the progressive unbun-
dling of teaching, advising, service, and research activities. In large part, 
the erosion of the traditional faculty model occurred due to funding cuts 
and the rebalancing of financial portfolios to address revenue shortfalls 
and replace lost revenue with tuition income. Progressive defunding of 
public higher education has led to the effort to lower costs in the face of 
declining student enrollment and increased competition for students. 34 
Other factors identified in this major shift include the growth of com-
munity colleges beginning in the 1960s and the increasing presence of 
for-profit institutions. 35

In the process of unbundling, the role of teaching has been seg-
regated from the traditional components of research, teaching, and 
service that were articulated in Ernest Boyer’s landmark publication 
Scholarship Reconsidered (1990). Boyer recognized the need for differ-
entiation of faculty roles based on institutional type while also sup-
porting the idea of the complete scholar in terms of the triumvirate of 
research, teaching, and service. As he stated, “What we urgently need 
today is a more inclusive view of what it means to be a scholar — a rec-
ognition that knowledge is acquired through research, through syn-
thesis, through practice, and through teaching.” 36 In other words, all 
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dimensions of faculty work contribute to the effectiveness of scholars 
and inform student learning.

The unbundling of the faculty role in which contingent faculty are 
almost exclusively involved in teaching has garnered significant insti-
tutional cost savings due to the relatively low salaries of contingent fac-
ulty in comparison to tenured faculty. This generalized unbundling was 
not typically guided by research on teaching and learning but instead 
was accelerated by factors such as the growth of community colleges 
and for-profit institutions, the need for expanded access to higher edu-
cation, and the increased professionalization of roles in administrative 
areas such as student affairs. 37

Unbundling has also had clear administrative benefits in terms of 
fiscal and workforce control, as it allows for optimization of faculty re-
sources and undercuts professional entitlements that result from col-
lective faculty decision-making. 38 In addition, unbundling has created 
at-will working conditions for contingent faculty that closely resem-
ble those of most administrators, and these conditions substantially en-
hance administrative control.

Most importantly, the contingent faculty model depreciates the value 
of teaching by failing to recognize its centrality to educational mis-
sion. In essence, teaching the undergraduate core curriculum is often 
relegated to the periphery of the academic enterprise and has become 
the least valued element in the traditional tenured faculty portfolio of 
teaching, research, and service. In some large research-oriented higher 
education institutions, contingent faculty teach the bulk of undergrad-
uate courses, a trend that reflects the lower priority accorded to instruc-
tion, while a new generation of contingent junior scholars who are often 
women and faculty of color are assigned to teach these heavily enrolled 
introductory courses. 39

For example, Nora, a white transgender disabled contingent fac-
ulty member in an eastern public research university, describes the ten-
dency of chairs to assign lecturers to teach the large introductory sec-
tions, composed mostly of nonmajors. As she remarks, “I have to say I 
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feel lucky; usually I get to teach the courses that I want to teach. That 
wasn’t necessarily true with the chair; he very much pushed the lectur-
ers to teach the intro level courses. . . . Lecturers are often hired with 
that in mind.” Having taught the introductory course of over fifty stu-
dents for many years, she underscores the challenges of teaching more 
controversial subject matter to nonmajors in these large undergradu-
ate sections. “It’s a very difficult class. It’s not an easy subject to teach 
when you’re teaching nonmajors who may have some level of resistance 
to these topics.”

Significantly, the fragmentation of the faculty portfolio undermines 
student educational outcomes. For example, one of the benefits of stu-
dent learning communities for low-income and first-generation students 
is precisely through a holistic approach that forges links across the cur-
riculum and establishes connectivity between in-class and out-of-class 
experiences. 40 Further, consider the findings of a comprehensive study 
by Florence Ran and Di Xu of a state college system with two- and four- 
year institutions between the fall of 2005 and the summer of 2010. The 
study found that nontenured instruction was negatively associated with 
students’ subsequent course enrollment in a given field of study. The 
largest negative effects derived from courses taught by short-term non-
tenured faculty. The researchers also found that instructor characteris-
tics accounted for one quarter of the negative effects. In addition, it is 
notable that students received higher grades when taking courses with 
short-term nontenured faculty, lower grades in courses with long-term 
nontenured faculty, and the lowest grades with tenured faculty. 41

THE INSURGENT WAVE OF ACADEMIC CAPITALISM

With the passage of time, the progressive trend toward neoliberalism 
and corporatization has evolved into what has been termed “academic 
capitalism.” Since the 1970s, the neoliberal strain of academic capital-
ism has become more deeply embedded within the fabric and culture of 
higher education. As Sheila Slaughter and Gary Rhoades explain in their 
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groundbreaking work Academic Capitalism and the New Economy (2004), 
universities have embraced more corporate-like and market-based ac-
tivities that have brought the corporate sector within their walls and 
blurred the distinction between the private and public sectors. This de-
velopment has fostered the emergence of “interstitial organizations” and 
created new networks of internal and external actors. 42 The forces of 
commodification and marketization have impacted institutional prior-
ities, faculty work, and academic careers. 43 In this rapidly changing uni-
verse, the focus on efficiency and business-oriented operations emanat-
ing from centralized administration has led to faculty intellectual capital 
being viewed as a marketable product and revenue stream. 44

The emphasis on revenue generation has become particularly perva-
sive in the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 
fields. Federalization of research through award of grants for research 
and development has altered the balance among fields and programs in 
research universities, with greater resources and status accorded to the 
STEM fields. 45 Scholars Amy Metcalf and Sheila Slaughter theorize 
that the shift from one prestige system (a traditional academic system 
with expert-based power) to another (an entrepreneurial system with 
market-based power) has allowed men to recapture historic privilege 
they had attained in higher education. 46 One could also argue that it has 
allowed majority males to recapture such privilege.

With the “valorizing” of research and pressures to obtain grant fund-
ing, Mark, a white male retired psychology professor from a private uni-
versity, describes a growing generational divide in faculty expectations 
that has in turn resulted in negative treatment of talented senior faculty 
by their more junior counterparts: 47

The reality was that in their era such funding was not expected or 
needed to do psychological research to the extent it is today. In the 
process, the senior faculty contributions to build programs with na-
tional reputations, create knowledge, and educate doctoral students 
and thousands of undergrads was cast aside and not acknowledged.
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The trend toward privatization in public spaces has intruded into bud-
geting, curricula, and the educational process such as when scarce re-
sources have promoted efforts to produce revenue through entrepreneur-
ial activities Note the establishment of externally funded think tanks, 
foundations, and other entities on campus that have involved large dona-
tions from conservative entrepreneurs and dark money such as from the 
Charles Koch Foundation. These foundations are not neutral in orienta-
tion and actively seek to promote ideological perspectives among students. 
In many cases, the revenue sources of such intrusion into the academic 
and financial spheres are secret and unknown to students. Grassroots ad-
vocacy groups such as UnKoch My Campus and their campus-based af-
filiates have tried with some success to pressure universities to reveal the 
sources of donations to campus foundations and think tanks.

The founding of privately financed not-for-profit research founda-
tions that serve as conservative think tanks on college campuses began 
as early as 1980 with the founding of the Center for Market Processes, 
later called the Mercatus Center, at George Mason University. Richard 
Fink, an economics professor, linked the center to Charles Koch, who 
served on the Mercatus board, and Brian Hooks, executive director of 
the Koch Foundation. 48 The center has provided support to selected 
graduate students mostly in economics and supplemented the salaries of 
some professors as well. While its mission is to bridge “the gap between 
academic ideas and real-world problems” through “market-oriented 
ideas,” 49 the Mercatus Center not only supports the training of stu-
dents in its theories but also helps broaden the hidden network of ultra-
conservative institutes and associations focused on protecting capital-
ism from the perceived threat of social democratic forces.

CORPORATE VIEWS OF THE STUDENT AS CUSTOMER

An important manifestation of neoliberalism in higher education is the 
corporate-like emphasis on student as customer. 50 This trend has arisen 
as the ideological view of education has shifted from a public good to a 
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private good, a perspective that is used to justify the large-scale under-
funding of higher education. With efforts to attract students through 
marketing brochures, luxurious campus housing, and other amenities, the 
focus on student revenue has resulted in the commodification of campus 
attractions as a marketing strategy as reflected on many college websites.

In the realm of teaching, the contingent faculty model reinforces the 
role of student as customer through student evaluations that often play 
an important role in reemployment decisions. As a 2021 meta-analysis 
by Rebecca Kreitzman and Jennie Sweet-Cushner of over one hundred 
articles concludes, student evaluations of teaching are only weakly cor-
related with learning. The study finds that women, faculty of color, and 
other marginalized groups are disadvantaged in student ratings. These 
researchers emphasize the need for studies of racial and intersectional 
identity bias because most of the equity bias research is focused on gen-
der. 51 Other variables that can enter the process include age of the in-
structor and the faculty member’s political orientation.

A critical point reinforced in our interviews is that the tie of student 
evaluations to term-based reappointment can cause contingent faculty 
to try to please students, water down assignments, and inflate grades. 52 
Treating students as customers refocuses the educational process on 
student satisfaction and redirects teaching toward delivering customer 
service, with the role of the teacher as entertainer rather than facilitator. 
The learning process itself then becomes an economic commodity, and 
students are oriented toward the value they receive for their money and 
for their specific needs rather than the educational experience itself. 53

THE PREDOMINANCE OF ELITE WHITE 

MALE POWER STRUCTURES

Academic capitalism has opened the door to the significant expansion of 
administrative authority and reinforcement of the prevailing elite power 
dynamics dominated by white male actors in academe. The demograph-
ics of top leadership in higher education reveal the continued domination 
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of elite white males and the persistent lack of racial/ethnic and gender 
diversity in key administrative roles. Indeed, the profile of college pres-
idents has remained virtually unchanged over three decades: the typical 
president is a white male in his early sixties, Protestant, and married with 
children. The lack of diversity also pertains to chief academic officers or 
provosts, who are usually the second-in-command and are also largely 
white and male, with nearly one-third over age sixty. 54 Similarly, a sur-
vey of 441 chief business officers (CBOs) conducted in 2021 reveals that 
the demographic composition of CBOs has not changed significantly 
over the last decade, with persisting racial and gender disparities. In fact, 
87 percent of chief financial officers are white and 60 percent are male, 
while only 39 percent identify as female. 55 Further, the hiring of presi-
dents from the corporate world and outside academe has in some prom-
inent instances created significant disconnection with academic culture.

The lack of diversity in the upper echelons of higher education is 
sig nificant, since the sites of power have shifted toward individuals in 
managerial and administrative roles who are involved in revenue gen-
er a tion. 56 In particular, the rising power and increasing influence of the 
CBO reflects the prominence of administrative authority and the prior-
itization of financial concerns in academic decision-making. With the 
mounting challenges posed by declining enrollment, decreases in state 
funding, rising tuition, and COVID-19, the sphere of influence of CBOs 
has expanded greatly. The influence of CBOs extends to the highest in-
stitutional levels, as they work in concert with the president and exec-
utive staff as well as with boards of trustees in staffing committees for 
finance, audit, and endowments/investments. Further, as the business 
functions of universities have expanded, more funds have been diverted 
away from the core educational enterprise. 57

CBOs have an increasingly broad portfolio that typically includes 
budget and financial planning as well as overseeing controller duties 
and the bursar. More than three out of four (78 percent) of CBOs man-
age auxiliary services, and 71 percent work with investments and endow-
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ments. Half also have responsibility for internal audit public safety and 
internal audit. Other areas of oversight can include human resources, 
athletics, information technology, bookstores, facilities management, 
real estate, financial aid, and even legal affairs, admissions, research ad-
ministration, and diversity offices. 58 Their responsibilities increasingly 
involve governmental relations such as working with legislatures and 
state governments. As can be seen from this data, CBOs wield consid-
erable power in colleges and universities.

The influence of market-based forces in higher education is also ev-
ident in the trend toward the corporatization of boards of trustees and 
the appointment of trustees from the business world who may hold the 
majority on these boards. While financial and business experience does 
play a role in university management, these trustees are charged with 
overseeing academic decision-making, an area in which some have lim-
ited experience. As evidenced in a number of prominent instances, trust-
ees can view college campuses as too liberal and not protective of con-
servative perspectives. The neoliberal value system of boards has been 
reflected in the emphasis on faculty productivity and institutional effi-
ciency, often accompanied by a critical view of tenure.

Take, for example, the recent situation at the flagship University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill in which the university’s conservative 
board of trustees did not approve tenure for Nikole Hannah-Jones, a 
Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist. Hannah-Jones had been appointed to 
the Knight Chair in Race and Investigative Journalism at the University 
of North Carolina Hussman School of Journalism, a position that con-
ferred tenure to the last two incumbents. Despite the advocacy of Chan-
cellor Kevin Guskiewicz before the board, the board that is made up of 
ten white males did not vote on her tenure bid, effectively denying her 
tenure. She was ultimately offered a five-year appointment.

Conservatives were clearly concerned about Hannah-Jones’s work 
on the New York Times Magazine’s 1619 project that explored the his-
tory of slavery in the United States. 59 A group of thirty-six journalism 
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professors at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill filed an 
open letter to the board of trustees describing the trustee’s “blatant dis-
regard for time-honored tenure procedures and for the university and 
Board of Trustees’ endorsed values of diversity, equity, and inclusion.” 60 
Jelani Cobb, professor of journalism at Columbia University, described 
the board’s action as a “blatant intrusion of politics into what is supposed 
to be protected by academic freedom.” 61 In response to the board’s ac-
tion, Hannah-Jones and a team of attorneys from the NAACP Legal 
Defense Fund informed the university that they were considering fil-
ing a discrimination lawsuit. 62 Her letter referred to “political interfer-
ence and influence from a powerful donor,” later identified as Walter E. 
Hussman Jr., an Arkansas newspaper publisher for whom the journal-
ism school is named who has pledged $25 million to the school. But af-
ter extreme public pressure and the support of the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation, a major university donor, the board held a special meeting 
and in a vote of 9–4 finally approved tenure for Hannah-Jones. 63 The 
substantial Republican pushback against the 1619 Project resulted in the 
filing of bills in a number of state legislatures designed to cut funding to 
K–12 schools and colleges that provide classes on the project.

CORPORATE CONSULTING AND TOOLS OF 

THE ADMINISTRATIVE BUREAUCRACY

As colleges and universities have faced serious budget constraints, one 
of the major tools employed to address programmatic cuts is the hiring 
of corporate consultants to deliver difficult news. These consulting firms 
receive substantial fees for recommending areas to cut and are used to 
bolster the administrative decision-making process. Take the hiring of 
Huron Consulting by a large set of universities including the University 
of Wisconsin, the University of New Hampshire, and the New School 
for Social Research. Huron Consulting was founded by twenty-five 
members of the Arthur Andersen Consulting Firm, which had been 
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involved in financial fraud in its work with Enron and was fined mil-
lions of dollars in 2009 for overstating pretax income. 64 The firm’s stan-
dard recommendations for cost cutting include faculty and staff layoffs, 
salary reductions, hiring freezes, outsourcing of staff functions, and pro-
gram closures. The typical business model that Huron has employed in 
higher education since its entry into the field in 2015 seems to reflect 
what critics call “textbook neoliberalism” and is reminiscent of Naomi 
Klein’s description of “shock doctrine” tactics in which neoliberal actors 
use crises to implement radical, corporatized measures. 65

A case in point is Huron Consulting’s role in the budget-cutting pro-
cess at the New School for Social Research in New York City, a progres-
sive institution with liberal ideals. A new president, Dwight A. McBride, 
an African American male, was hired on March 16, 2020, in the midst 
of the pandemic. Facing a potential budget deficit of $130 million in the 
2020 fiscal year, McBride hired Huron at an undisclosed cost to con-
duct a “reimagining project.” In its cost-cutting initiative, the school 
drew down $80 million from its endowment, almost a quarter of its to-
tal value. 66 Five months later in August 2020, the school laid off 122 
employees, or 13 percent of its administrative staff, most of whom were 
lower-level staff. In addition, employees who had been furloughed in 
March were not recalled.

The New School’s layoffs of lower-level staff at the height of the pan-
demic drew vigorous community protests and was in clear contrast with 
the average compensation of $430,000 paid to the New School’s top 
twenty-five leaders in 2018. 67 Analysis of compensation data by Sanjay 
Reddy, an economics professor at the school, found that the president 
made more in 2017 than the president of Harvard in proportion to the 
school’s endowment. Between 2014 and 2019, management salaries in-
creased 45 percent while revenue only grew by 17 percent. 68 But the ag-
gregate administrative layoffs of roughly two hundred employees from 
the payroll and health insurance rolls were estimated to only result in $5 
million for the 2020 fiscal year and $12 million in 2021–2022. 69
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Emerson Brathwaite, an assistant in the drama department and the 
only person of color in drama administration, described his feeling of be-
ing discarded when he was laid off. “How do you guys preach EDI [eq-
uity, diversity, and inclusion] and you release the only person of color you 
have on your staff?” Critics assailed President McBride’s seven-figure 
salary even though he took a 15 percent cut and raised concerns about 
the $15 million townhouse owned by the school as well as the construc-
tion of a university center involving long-term debt of $595 million. 70

In another example, a “reimagining” assessment by Huron Consulting 
was begun at the University of New Hampshire in 2019 at a cost of 
$600,000. The project was designed to save $12 million over two years. 71 
In the spring of 2020, President James W. Dean Jr. shared his anticipa-
tion that there would be a reduction in the number of full-time equiv-
alencies based on the results of the implementation teams. 72 The report 
generated by Huron, “Executive Summary of Resource Assessment and 
Academic Program Cost,” highlighted nine “business case opportuni-
ties” designed to yield bottom-line improvement and was couched in 
language drawn from the corporate sector. One aspect of the analysis 
was directed toward academic cost management based on data pertain-
ing to credit hour production and distribution. In reviewing academic 
program costs, the report focused specifically on efficiencies and mar-
ket demand including such measures as student employability without 
addressing student learning outcomes or qualitative factors in the edu-
cational experience. 73 These market-oriented templates imposed on the 
academic landscape seem to reflect the unquestioned blurring of cor-
porate and academic sectors, with the ascendancy of market-oriented 
quantitative factors. Not surprisingly, the creation of the new position 
of chief marketing officer was announced by the president in June 2021.

A prominent administratively oriented instrument for downsizing 
academic programs in higher education is academic program review. 
Presidents and provosts may initiate such review due to budgetary con-
straints or even when other factors such as pressures from boards or calls 
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for efficiency are the driving force. 74 Such assessments often lean heav-
ily toward quantitative measures such as enrollment, number of majors, 
and cost per credit hour without a corresponding emphasis on quali-
tative data. They can be couched in neoliberal, corporatized language 
of “quality assurance” and “external accountability,” with repeated ref-
erences in one assessment guide, for example, to “the industry of higher 
education.” 75

The consequences of academic program review can be severe and re-
sult in the closure of departments and layoff of tenured faculty. Unsur-
pris ingly, academic politics can enter the program review process and can 
generate backlash. For example, if some faculty are involved in the prior-
itization process, they can face alienation from colleagues for their role 
in recommending program cuts. As one faculty member at St. Joseph’s 
College in New York City and Long Island put it during the process 
of academic program review during 2016, it felt like “classic antiworker 
practice.” He added, “They basically want us to put the nails on our own 
coffins. I don’t think anything we write in these reports is going to make 
for a different outcome. They just want us to go through the motions 
and stay docile and busy.” 76

CONCLUSION

With the unremitting advance of legislative cutbacks in state funding, 
many institutions of higher education have had to resort to layoffs of 
both contingent and tenured faculty or even close their doors perma-
nently. In this chapter, we have shared recent research findings that il-
luminate the link between the decline of state funding for public higher 
education by conservative legislatures and increasing student diversity.

At the same time, with the advent of neoliberalism, academic capital-
ism has taken hold within administrative infrastructures in higher ed-
ucation. These tendencies are reflected in increased corporate influence 
and a corresponding privileging of external funding. Clear evidence of 
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corporatization can be seen in the composition of boards of trustees, the 
hiring of expensive consultants, and the selection of presidents at some 
institutions from the corporate world or of individuals without termi-
nal academic degrees.

With the now prevalent contingent faculty model, teaching has been 
unbundled from the traditional tenured faculty triumvirate of teaching, 
research, and service. This unbundling has in turn led to a devaluation of 
teaching itself, accompanied by the rapid expansion of the ranks of con-
tingent faculty who occupy a significantly lower echelon in the academic 
hierarchy. The disparate pay, working conditions, and lack of health care 
for many contingent faculty have created a vast inequity in the academic 
workforce. This disparity is heightened by the creation of near at-will 
status for much of the contingent faculty cohort, a pattern that repli-
cates administrative appointments. These factors have encroached rap-
idly on academic freedom and facilitated significantly greater adminis-
trative control of the faculty workforce.

To provide further context for the study, in the next chapter we share 
an overview of the demographics of contingent faculty in four-year insti-
tutions. Through this more detailed analysis, we seek to obtain a clearer 
picture of trends and patterns in contingent faculty employment, par-
ticularly with regard to the representation of women and faculty of color.
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demographics of the new 
Academic Underclass

Overreliance on contingent appointments, which 
lack the protection of tenure for academic freedom 

and the economic security of continuing appointments, 
threatens the success of institutions in fulfilling 

their obligations to students and to society.
GLENN COLBY,  DATA SNAPSHOT: TENURE AND 

CONTINGENCY IN US HIGHER EDUCATION

W
e now highlight major demographic trends in the unrelent-
ing growth of the contingent faculty employment model in 
four-year institutions over a period of five decades coupled 

with the progressive erosion of tenure-line positions. The data shared in 
this chapter illuminate the disempowerment of the faculty role through 
the imposition of contingent faculty workforce models. This large-scale 
restructuring clearly reflects the impact of neoliberal trends, political 
partisanship, and decreased funding on the rapid expansion of the con-
tingent faculty ranks. As a proviso to this analysis, it is important to 
note that the historical data on the decline of tenure-line faculty is 
com plex, nuanced, and subject to changes in the survey methodology 
and the availability of data. As a result, different analysts have drawn 
substantially different conclusions from the data. Since our focus is on 
four-year colleges and universities, the data we share is limited to this 
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broad category and may not reflect the realities in two-year institutions. 
We have, however, included in our analysis associate degree institutions 
that offer baccalaureate degrees.

Although the hiring of adjunct faculty was historically more preva-
lent at community colleges, the majority of contingent faculty are now 
employed at four-year institutions. 1 Further, the largest growth in ad-
juncts across all sectors has occurred at doctoral institutions. This trou-
bling development has implications for scholarship and research and is 
coupled with a decline in tenure-line positions. Table 2.1 (see pp. 52–53) 
depicts the distribution of adjuncts across all sectors as of 2019.

As tenured faculty retire, their permanent positions are increasingly 
replaced with contingent lines. 2 A study of contingent faculty over the 
twenty-year time span from 1993–1994 to 2013–2014 also found that the 
most significant growth was in public institutions, with twice the growth 
compared to private institutions. 3 These figures are correlated with the 
progressive decline in state funding for higher education.

THE DECLINE OF TENURED FACULTY POSITIONS

Let us take a closer look at the dimensions of the reconfiguration of the 
faculty workforce over the past half century. Consider the startling fact 
that in 1969, 78.3 percent of faculty members at colleges and universi-
ties held full-time, tenured, and tenure-track positions, with only 21.7 
positions in part-time contingent lines. By 2009 this ratio had flipped. 
Tenure-line faculty had decreased to 33.5 percent of faculty appoint-
ments, with 66.5 percent in contingent appointments. 4 Table 2.2 (see 
p. 54) depicts the unrelenting increase in the percentage of part-time 
faculty since 1970 in both four-year and two-year institutions. For exam-
ple, one empirical study identified a 114.5 percent increase in the number 
of part-time faculty between 1993 and 2013 and an 87 percent increase 
in full-time contingent faculty during this period, while the number of 
full-time faculty only increased by 31.3 percent. 5
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Nonetheless, in interpreting this historical data, Phillip Magness, 
con servative critic and academic program director at the Charles Koch–
linked Institute for Humane Studies at George Mason University, pos-
its that the decrease in the percentage of full-time faculty is misleading. 
He notes that percentages do not portray the substantial increase in the 
number of full-time positions coupled with the much more rapid ex-
pansion in the number of part-time adjunct positions. In other words, 
the actual number of full-time faculty has increased over the years, while 
adjunct positions have expanded even more rapidly. 6

While Magness’s interpretation may be true in terms of sheer num-
bers, the statistics on full-time faculty offered in support of this the-
ory replicate those in table 2.2 (p. 54) and include both contingent and 
tenure-line positions. By pooling all full-time positions together, this 
analysis does not reflect the diminishing numbers of tenure-line posi-
tions or what we know to be the corresponding increase in the full-time 
contingent cohort. Further, Magness and his colleague Jason Brennan 
at George town University insist that adjuncts are “supplementing, not re-
placing,” full-time faculty. As they state, “adjunct growth is largely sup-
plemental to a stable and growing full-time faculty base that has histor-
ically kept pace with student enrollment.” 7 Once again, note that these 
figures include contingent full-time faculty.

Counteracting this perspective, consider the fact that between 2000 
and 2019, tenure-line faculty at four-year and not-for-profit institutions 
only increased 12 percent in comparison to an increase of 27 percent in 
student enrollment. 8 Similarly, an extensive research study by Martin 
Finkelstein, Valerie Conley, and Jack Schuster finds that the proportion 
of full-time tenured or tenure-track faculty shrank from 43.6 percent 
in 1993 to 29.7 percent in 2013. They describe the fluid educational en-
vironment in which the faculty model has been “abruptly restructured 
and repurposed in recent years” as a radical redistribution from tradi-
tional tenure-line appointments through a centrifugal effect that has re-
sulted in the expansion of contingent positions. Further, these scholars 
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indicate that the redeployment of faculty that has occurred over a sig-
nificant time period has accelerated and expanded in terms of the di-
verse types of non-tenure-track appointments. In their view, we have 
now reached a tipping point in higher education where no reversal of 
this redistribution is in evidence. 9

Brennan and Magness further surmise that the recent wave of adjunct 
positions over the last two decades is a result of the for-profit higher 
education industry and “its vastly disproportionate use of adjunct fac-
ulty.” They indicate with the proliferation of not-for-profit colleges and 
universities between 1990 and 2011, fully one quarter of the increase in 
adjunct appointments can be attributed to this boom. 10 Yet, in our sam-
ple of four-year institutions we find that as of 2019, a larger share of ad-
juncts are employed on average at not-for-profit public and private col-
leges and universities. As shown in table 2.1 (pp. 52–53), the average 
number of adjuncts per institution at private not-for-profit four-year 
institutions is 288, roughly double the average number or 134 at private 
for-profit institutions.

These researchers also dispute the view of adjunct employment as ex-
ploitation. In a controversial article titled “Are Adjunct Faculty Exploited? 
Some Grounds for Skepticism,” they assert that unlike so-called sweat-
shop workers, the majority of adjuncts do not hold PhDs. But the data 
they cite is based on a 2003–2004 sample survey from the National Study 
of Postsecondary Faculty that was discontinued. 11 As a result, there is no 
equivalent existing or current data source to determine the accuracy of 
their statement regarding terminal degrees held by adjuncts. Remarkably, 
Brennan and Magness further assert that “adjunct faculty, unlike sweat-
shop workers, are in a large degree responsible for putting themselves in 
a bad situation.” 12 They add without any supporting evidence, “in general, 
adjunct faculty, unlike sweatshop workers, have good exit options — they 
are not stuck being adjuncts, and could instead secure well-paying white 
collar jobs.” This shocking argument places the blame on adjunct fac-
ulty themselves for the prevailing institutional hierarchy and the system 
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of two-tiered faculty employment. In a powerful counterpoint, Mark 
Purcell, professor at the University of Washington, writes,

They [contingent faculty] are therefore in the position of being ex-
pected to feel lucky when they feel deeply unlucky. They understand, 
far better than most tenure-track faculty, how decidedly arbitrary hir-
ing decisions are, how entry into the tenure stream is far more a mat-
ter of good fortune than good work. They know their limbo is the re-
sult of not yet having matched perfectly an available tenure-track job. 
Yet they get continual messages that their limbo is self-imposed, the 
result of their own failings, and so they should feel lucky and grateful 
for their non-tenure-track position. 13

Put simply, Brennan and Magness ignore the sweeping tide of neolib-
eralism and corporatized administrative financial practices that have 
led to a monumental shift in faculty employment. Instead they places-
the blame on individual non-tenure-track faculty for their current em-
ployment status.

OVERALL TRENDS

Moving forward, we do note some distinctions within institutional types 
in terms of the percentage of full-time and part-time contingent faculty 
employed. These differences are critical to understanding the context for 
contingent faculty workplace practices. Table 2.3 (see p. 55) and figure 2.1 
(see p. 56) reveal that associate’s colleges with four-year degrees employ a 
larger percentage of the contingent workforce in part-time adjunct po-
sitions (81.4 percent), compared to doctoral institutions that employ a 
larger portion of the contingent workforce in the more secure full-time 
positions (42.1 percent).

In terms of race/ethnicity as shown in tables 2.4, 2.5, 2.6, and 2.7 
(see pp. 57–60), as of 2019 nearly one quarter of part- and full-time 
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contingent faculty in four-year institutions were people of color. 14 While 
Black and African American incumbents held 8.8 percent of adjunct po-
sitions in 2019, they only held 6.4 percent of the more stable full-time 
contingent positions. Asian American incumbents held 5.6 percent of 
adjunct positions and a larger share (10.1 percent) of full-time contin-
gent jobs. Interestingly, special four-year institutions that include pro-
fessional schools of engineering, business, law, business, and arts/music 
employ the most diverse cohort of adjuncts (30.6 percent). These rep-
resentational statistics are roughly parallel to the tenured faculty work-
force and reflect the need for increased diversification across all faculty 
lines. A number of our interviewees for this study expressly identified 
the lack of diversity among contingent faculty in their institutions and 
identified the parallel between the lack of diverse faculty role models in 
both tenured and contingent ranks.

The feminization of the adjunct workforce is another noticeable trend, 
with women holding a slightly smaller share of full-time contingent 
positions. Between 1993 and 2013, women’s part-time faculty appoint-
ments increased from 48.2 percent to 56.1 percent, while their full-time 
appointments decreased from 64.5 percent to 55.7 percent. 15 In 2019, 
women held 54.1 percent of nearly 419,000 adjunct positions in 2,780 
four-year institutions compared to 45.8 percent held by men. But most 
note that the more secure full-time positions were held by men, with 51.6 
percent of the 205,456 contingent positions in 2,549 institutions com-
pared to 48.4 percent for women. 16

From a generational standpoint, a survey of 502 adjuncts in 2018 
found that approximately 70 percent of adjuncts are over age 40 and that 
the average age is 50. 17 As a result, the intersectionality of demographic 
characteristics of adjuncts and contingent faculty not only involves race/
ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation but also has ramifications in 
terms of age and generational status. For example, as women age in the 
adjunct ranks, they can be passed over for newly minted scholars from 
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more recent generations for tenured appointments. As Angela Fulk, a 
longtime adjunct faculty member, explains, “Once in that ghettoized 
space, most of us will find it impossible to escape.” She describes the bias 
against adjuncts that makes it difficult to advance professionally, since 
some assume that the failure of adjuncts to attain permanent employ-
ment is due to some error or weakness on their part. 18

CONCLUSION

The demographic analysis shared in this chapter offers a clear picture of 
the representation of minoritized faculty in contingent roles in four-year 
institutions as well as the relative distribution of appointment types 
across these institutions. Overall, the data reveal that there has been a 
continuous decimation of tenure track and tenured faculty lines over 
the last half century coupled with a proliferation of contingent posi-
tions. While elite universities have been somewhat slower in the adop-
tion of contingent positions, the new norm of a two-tiered faculty model 
is deeply ensconced within the fabric of higher education as a whole. The 
data also reveal a rough comparability in the ratio of minoritized faculty 
in both tenure-line positions and contingent faculty ranks. Clearly, the 
representation of diverse contingent and tenured faculty has not kept 
pace with the increasing diversification of the student body. But at the 
same time, larger numbers of women are assuming contingent positions 
in an increasing feminization of this workforce.

As we have noted, the contingent employment model offers signif-
icant administrative convenience and cost savings to institutions, re-
gardless of the impact on student learning and the exigencies of the 
non-tenure-track faculty experience. Given this demographic overview, 
we move forward in the next chapter to explore the first-person narra-
tives of minori tized contingent faculty and highlight common themes 
that characterize their experiences in academe.
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TABLE 2.2 Ratio of full-time and part-time faculty (all institutional 
types), 1970–2018*

emploYment stAtUs

YeAR totAl FUll-time pARt-time % FUll-time % FemAle

1970 474,000 369,000 104,000 77.8 —
1975 628,000 440,000 188,000 70.1 —
1980 686,000 450,000 236,000 65.6 —
1985 715,000 459,000 256,000 64.2 —
1991 826,252 535,623 290,629 64.8 36.4
1995 931,706 550,822 380,884 59.1 39.6
2001 1,113,183 617,868 495,315 55.5 42.1
2005 1,290,426 675,624 614,802 52.4 44.6
2011 1,524,469 762,114 762,355 50.0 48.2
2016 1,546,081 813,978 732,103 52.6 49.3
2018 1,542,613 832,119 710,494 53.9 50.0

Source: US Department of Education, Digest of Education Statistics, 2020, Table 315.10.
*Data prior to 1987 are based on enrollment estimates and data after 1995 reflect a change 
in the methodology from institutions of higher education to degree-granting institutions 
that include more community colleges.
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68.2%
31.8%

Baccalaureate

57.0% 43.0%

Special four-year

81.4%

18.6%

Associate colleges with
four-year degrees

68.2%
31.8%

Master’s

57.9% 42.1%

Doctoral

FULL-TIME 
contingent faculty

PART-TIME 
contingent faculty

RELATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF PART- 
AND FULL-TIME CONTINGENT FACULTY 

APPOINTMENTS BY INSTITUTIONAL TYPE

FIGURE 2.1 Relative distribution of part- and full-time contingent faculty 
appointments by institutional type. (Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System, Spring 2019. Analysis by authors.)
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the precarious working 
conditions of minoritized 

contingent Faculty

Adjuncts are higher education’s version of migrant 
laborers — professionals hopping from campus to campus 

with no job security, a meager income, no health insurance 
or retirement benefits, and little hope for advancement.
MARK DROZDOWSKI,  “THE PLIGHT OF ADJUNCT 

FACULT Y ON AMERICA’S CAMPUSES”

I
n this chapter, we share the personal narratives of contingent faculty 
members in four-year institutions and identify the major themes that 
emerged from our interviews. The frank and searing accounts of these 

faculty illuminate the ways in which structural power imbalances, unsta-
ble working conditions, and minoritized status affect their day-to-day 
work experiences. Because of the pent-up stress resulting from the per-
ilous conditions of employment, several faculty mentioned that the in-
terviews were, in a sense, cathartic by giving them space to express their 
concerns and frustrations. Yet, despite the barriers they have faced and 
continue to face in their own academic careers, these contingent fac-
ulty expressed deep commitment to their students and to the integrity 
of the educational process. From this standpoint, relatively few issues 
were mentioned in relation to the classroom. Most concerns focused on 
their tenuous employment status and marginalization within the halls 
of academe.
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The predominant themes identified in our interviews focus on the 
following six areas:

1. Isolation and exclusion in predominantly white institutions;
2. Stress arising from differential performance expectations and the 

need to work harder in order to prove one’s worth;
3. Heavy teaching loads and inadequate compensation with little 

time for independent research;
4. Lack of input into academic decision-making such as in curricular 

matters, course assignments, and pedagogical methods;
5. Overreliance by department chairs and program directors on stu-

dent evaluations that can reflect bias toward women and people 
of color; and

6. Limited ability to participate in shared governance.

Ironically, these themes largely coincide with the stress-producing 
circumstances identified over thirty-five years ago by Judith Gappa, a 
leading advocate for reform of part-time faculty employment. Gappa 
noted six stress-producing factors that affect all aspects of part-time em-
ployment: secondary employment status, job insecurity, lack of partici-
pation in decision-making, inadequate compensation, last preference in 
assignments and course load, and inadequate performance evaluation. 1 
Although not specifically mentioned in Gappa’s analysis, we add minori-
tized status as a major category in this assessment of stress-producing 
factors. And strikingly, the working conditions for contingent faculty 
have not improved over time. The lack of attention to working condi-
tions of contingent faculty by institutions of higher education over a pe-
riod of decades remains a major issue.

As indicated earlier, double marginalization occurs through the struc-
ture of contingent employment coupled with the exclusion that can re-
sult from holding minoritized social identities. Our interviews reveal 
substantial pain, stress, and anxiety for minoritized individuals resulting 
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from exclusionary work experiences that often exact a substantial psy-
chological, cognitive, and emotional toll. Further, when faced with dif-
ferential treatment, these individuals may have difficulty in trying to de-
code ambiguous behaviors. In a climate of uncertainty, they may not be 
able to determine what steps to take to avert such situations in the fu-
ture. At least two of the incidents described by minoritized contingent 
faculty in this chapter involve clear violation of accepted human resource 
practices and even legal requirements. Other incidents reflect the esca-
lation of student complaints without apparent merit to the highest uni-
versity levels, causing continuous stress fear of nonrenewal for the af-
fected faculty.

On a larger scale, contingency represents the apocryphal canary in 
the coal mine, in this case an early warning signal of the damage result-
ing from the dissipation of the traditional educational model. The pre-
dominance of contingent faculty employment is a precursor of a decline 
in educational quality resulting from the wholesale commodification of 
the educational process. The emphasis of many institutions on boost-
ing enrollment numbers and college rankings, marketing campus ame-
nities, and lining budgetary coffers has led to a production-like focus on 
filling seats and subsequently staffing courses through last-minute de-
cisions. Clearly, the preeminence of the bottom line has prevailed in the 
context of a steep decrease in state funding for public higher education. 
But at the same time, budgetary dollars often appear mysteriously avail-
able for purposes outside of teaching such as executive salaries, athletics, 
and other desired undertakings.

Building on our earlier analysis, the regressive treatment of contin-
gent faculty as a secondary labor pool reinforces the neoliberal scaffold-
ing inherent in academic capitalism. In a tightening economy in which 
few tenure-track job opportunities exist, individuals with doctoral de-
grees have been forced to take limited-term teaching appointments out 
of sheer economic necessity. Contrary to the picture of adjuncts as indi-
viduals who typically do not hold terminal degrees painted by Brennan 
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and Magness in their research, 2 almost all the part- and full-time con-
tingent faculty we interviewed do hold PhDs, and their degrees are of-
ten from elite public and private doctoral research universities. In fact, 
at some institutions holding a PhD is a threshold expectation for the 
appointment of contingent faculty. Yet, while the individuals we inter-
viewed hold impressive academic credentials, they have had to com-
pete in a market glutted with recent doctoral recipients. The inexorable 
forces of market supply and demand have driven the terms and condi-
tions of their employment.

ISOLATION IN PREDOMINANTLY 

WHITE INSTITUTIONS

Many of the minoritized faculty we interviewed described their isola-
tion in predominantly white institutions. Often they are among the few 
faculty from nondominant groups, both tenured and contingent, in their 
departments or schools. And as shown in an extensive body of research 
literature over more than three decades, such solo minoritized status 
can lead to tokenism, perceptions of incompetence, extreme and exag-
gerated evaluations, attribution to being an affirmative action hire, and 
biased stereotyping. 3 In this regard, consider how LeeAnn, an African 
American administrator and contingent faculty member in a private 
eastern university, describes the difficulty of becoming part of a com-
munity in a predominantly white institution:

I think when you’re an adjunct, or a contingent faculty member, it is 
very difficult and challenging to find your place in the community. . . . I 
think it’s difficult enough to find my community, a community of 
African American faculty and staff as a full-time person.

Viviana, a Southeast Asian female adjunct faculty member at an elite pri-
vate university, describes her hiring in terms of explicit diversity goals:



 65pRecARioUs woRking conditions

I think, honestly, the reason I was brought on is because I look differ-
ent than the majority of sort of old white men who teach here. . . . And 
I think they were very clear. . . . And the person who invited me said, 

“Frankly, I really would like somebody who’s a woman and who’s not 
white and who’s deeply embedded in the field as a practitioner. You 
combine those things to teach the course that you design.” So, I think 
it was pretty explicit that they were looking to diversify their faculty.

Once hired, as is well documented throughout the diversity literature, 
some minoritized non-tenure-track faculty, like their tenured counter-
parts, experience cultural taxation. They are called upon to serve on di-
versity initiatives in other schools on their campuses or to represent their 
racial/ethnic group on committees. They may be asked to advise minor-
itized students or undertake other forms of uncompensated service. 4 
David, a Latino male faculty member in a southwestern public research 
university, describes this phenomenon in predominantly white institu-
tions with limited numbers of diverse faculty:

I think part of it is that we don’t have a large group of faculty of color 
to draw from. So, you end up doing a lot more duty work as a faculty 
of color. . . . [I]nitially a lot of the offers that I was getting to work 
on panels and service capacity was as a Latino. It was like we want 
you to come in because you are Latino or because a student men-
tioned that you were first generation. . . . So, I was getting opportu-
nities, not necessarily because they thought I was really qualified or 
because they thought I was going to be a huge asset to them, but be-
cause they thought, “we need this perspective so we’re just going to 
go get that person.”

Further, the geographic location of campuses in largely white towns and 
rural areas can exacerbate the marginalization and isolation of minori-
tized faculty. For example, Julie, a full-time contingent biracial faculty 
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member in an eastern doctoral research university located in a largely 
white rural area, explains how her actions are subject to intense scru-
tiny in this isolated environment. Note how she emphasizes that if she 
does something well it is ignored, but if she makes a single mistake she 
does not receive the benefit of the doubt her white colleagues receive:

In class with my students, I’m very conscious that I’m in a very non-
diverse place; the dynamic I have to prove [is] that I earned my 
class. If I make one mistake, I don’t get the benefit of the doubt my 
white colleagues would get. If I do everything perfect and great, it 
doesn’t matter.

Due to her low nine-month salary, Julie is not able to live in the college 
town where the university is located because of a lack of affordable hous-
ing. The only place where she can afford to live is in a small town close 
to the university that lacks the rich cultural life and availability of pub-
lic transportation of the university town. And there are no buses from 
the small town to the university during the summer or even during the 
weekends when school is in session. In fact, there are no routes anywhere 
outside the university. As a result, Julie views the university as unrespon-
sive to the need for public transportation in this rural environment and 
even sees willfulness in the failure to provide university busses. As she 
states, “the administration took advantage of the pandemic to cut back 
the bus routes and even had a plan to discard them completely.”

Julie indicates that the circumstances relating to the university’s iso-
lated location has led to a revolving door for faculty of color. To further 
add to her sense of isolation in the community, Julie has been exposed to 
racist treatment when simply taking a walk with a Black colleague. This 
treatment intensified after the attack by a violent mob of supporters of 
former president Donald Trump on the US Capitol on January 6, 2021:

I am treated differently here too. Do you realize that diversity doesn’t 
want to come here? Half of the population is very racist. After the 
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January 6 insurrection, I didn’t leave my apartment for two weeks. 
Trucks slow down next to us to stare at us every single time I went for 
a walk with my friend who is Black. There is no community outside 
of work. You don’t pay me enough. I have to live in this small town, 
where I feel unwelcome just because of the way I look and where I 
have to tiptoe and not go to certain areas.

We will discuss the implications of the January 6 attack on the Capitol 
for minoritized faculty further in chapter 5. Julie’s narrative underscores 
how the working conditions and lack of support for minoritized faculty 
in isolated geographic environments have ripple effects both within and 
outside the university community.

DIFFERENTIAL TREATMENT AND STRESS

As we have emphasized, the very nature of part- and full-time contin-
gent faculty work is stressful due to the potential for nonreappointment, 
which is particularly onerous for adjuncts. Nonreappointment to an ad-
junct position can result simply from a lack of students to fill a class in 
a decision made at the last minute or based on negative student evalu-
ations or other considerations. And for minoritized contingent faculty, 
differential expectations for performance coupled with unstable employ-
ment conditions can create a doubly high-stakes situation. As exempli-
fied by Julie’s narrative, these faculty are essentially “outsiders within” 
and can experience continuous pressure to prove themselves and conse-
quently pay a high price for missteps or perceived mistakes. Little insti-
tutional support may be available whether through human resource or 
diversity departments or departmental or school leadership. In addition, 
considerable research has shown that members of nondominant groups 
who face marginalization and discriminatory mistreatment can expe-
rience increased vulnerability to psychosocial stresses that tax cognitive, 
psychological, and emotional resources, with severe health and physio-
logical consequences.
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Consider, for example, the 2017 survey conducted by the Higher Edu-
cation Research Institute at the University of California, Los Angeles 
(UCLA) with responses from 20,771 full-time undergraduate teaching 
faculty members at 143 four-year colleges and universities. Stress aris-
ing from discrimination was reported by about half of Black/African 
American and Latino/a faculty, 30.9 percent of Asian American Pacific 
Islander faculty, 21.5 percent of white faculty. Interestingly, when con-
sidering the intersectionality of gender and race/ethnicity, men from mi-
noritized groups with the exception of Asian/Pacific Islanders reported 
higher percentages of discrimination as a source of stress than white 
women. 5 Further, the “racial battle fatigue,” or emotional, physiological, 
and psychological distress arising from everyday lived microaggressions 
intensifies with higher levels of educational attainment, as demonstrated 
in a study of 661 Black males. As a result, levels of mundane, extreme, en-
vironmental stress as documented by William A. Smith, professor and 
department chair at the University of Utah, and his colleagues are bound 
to be even more intense for minoritized faculty in predominantly white 
institutions in which gendered racism is present. 6

When contingent faculty do not have other employment and health 
care options and are the sole breadwinner, the pressures for sheer eco-
nomic survival mount. Wende Marshall, an African American dis-
abled queer adjunct faculty member who teaches intellectual history at 
Temple University describes the hardships she encountered after her 
husband died and she went on the job market following tenure denial 
at the University of Virginia. Despite holding a PhD from Princeton 
University and a master’s from Union Theological Seminary, she did not 
get any job offers and became virtually homeless:

Basically the apartment that I lived in with my husband was no longer 
affordable after he died, and I had nowhere to go. . . . So, there were 
about three years where I hadn’t figured out the adjunct thing and 
didn’t have an income. I went on social security disability, and then it 
made it possible for me to only have one teaching gig.



 69pRecARioUs woRking conditions

The lack of a social and academic safety net for this highly qualified fac-
ulty member is a serious source of concern and underscores the poten-
tial for poverty that can follow years of academic preparation.

Consider also how Sahil, the Asian American queer male lecturer 
cited earlier, describes both the regularity of stress and its intensifica-
tion at the end of the semester when reappointments are determined. 
The stress has disrupted his sleep and limited his ability to engage in 
healthy physical activity:

So, I think that it’s primarily, you know, mental and emotional . . . like 
an insecure, stressed feeling. Just feeling tense about what the future 
holds. And I think that those things manifest physically, so I think 
I hold that tension in my body. . . . Sometimes it makes it difficult to 
sleep, makes it difficult to, you know, just engage in healthy physical 
behaviors. It’s pretty frequent. . . . I am reflecting on it probably on a 
weekly basis. I think the intensity of it varies across time, so I often 
feel it closer to, you know, the end of the semester when teaching as-
signments for the next term are being made.

For these reasons, Sahil emphasizes how difficult it is to plan a career 
under such uncertain circumstances when he only has four months of 
guaranteed employment:

I think it’s really hard to be able to plan a career when you’re plan-
ning it for months at a time. So, I don’t know if I’m going to have a 
job in January, and that’s really going to be up to the university to de-
cide, and it’s like that every four months.

In essence, Sahil’s elite public research university is not providing a min-
imal level of job security and a working environment that will allow him 
to thrive and attain some level of job satisfaction.

In another poignant example, Nora, the white transgender disabled 
faculty member introduced earlier, describes the high level of stress she 
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experiences in an environment characterized by constant evaluation and 
stress. This constrained situation has amplified her feelings of depres-
sion and anxiety and taken a significant toll on her health and well-being. 
Her narrative highlights the terrible strain resulting both from academic 
pressures and inequitable performance expectations arising from inter-
sectional minoritized status:

In addition to being trans . . . and physically disabled, I also do suf-
fer from depression and anxiety. And I’m certainly not blaming ac-
ademia completely for this. . . . But I do think there is a lot of stress 
and pressure in academia, you know; whether it’s your latest publica-
tion or your teaching evaluations, you’re constantly being evaluated 
on something. And that creates a lot of stress and strain for people.

And what adds to that is that when you belong to one or more 
marginalized groups, the pressure is greater for excellence. We’ve all 
heard the saying “Minority folks have to work twice as hard for the 
same results as their white counterparts or their able-bodied coun-
terparts or their cis counterparts.” And I think there is a lot of truth 
to that . . . and the stress and strain is terrible.

Consider also the continuous questioning of his performance experi-
enced by Michael, an Asian American full-time contingent faculty 
mem ber with administrative responsibilities in an elite midwestern pub-
lic research university. Michael also describes his clear realization that he 
has to work harder to prove his worth, as shown in the multiple course 
revisions his chair assigned him during the summer months. The chair, 
a white female, has been reviewing his syllabi revisions in excruciating 
detail, a process that has not been required of other contingent faculty. 
As Michael explains,

So, I feel like I’m working on three different courses at once, do-
ing a lot of the work. And she’s kind of going through things with a 
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fine-tooth comb, and other faculty are off. She’s not checking in with 
them about their syllabus; they’re just doing their thing. And I feel 
like I’m busier now compared [to] . . . actually in a semester, because 
I’m trying to do these multiple projects and syllabi and curriculum 
development. I feel like it’s just kind of me doing it.

Furthermore, when Michael was about to go on paternity leave, he took 
care to work closely with his co-instructor on making adjustments to 
the course they were teaching. When the leave did not allow him to ful-
fill the responsibilities as he had expected due to sleep deprivation, post-
partum depression, and his wife’s medical condition, both his supervi-
sor and his co-instructor’s supervisor notified the local human resources 
office that he was not fulfilling his responsibilities, and he was put on a 
performance plan. Michael later learned that the local office pressured 
his supervisor to put him on the plan and that the impetus was to have 
sufficient documentation should the need for nonrenewal arise. It was 
only with the assistance of the union and through the central human re-
sources office that Michael was able to establish his rights through the 
Family Medical Leave Act. Michael describes the extreme stress aris-
ing from the situation:

And so, I had to go through the union routes; I had to go through 
several people . . . and work with our counseling program. I went to 
some counseling sessions to document that I was legitimately go-
ing through some postpartum depression. So that was a very stress-
ful time because they threatened to say “We’re going to write you up. 
And if this happens again, you’re going to have to look for another job.”

The highly stressful situations and differential treatment described by 
Sahil, Wende Marshall, Nora, and Michael powerfully illustrate the fun-
damental lack of support provided by departments and institutions to 
minoritized contingent faculty.
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INADEQUATE COMPENSATION 

AND HEAVY WORKLOADS

Once individuals have served for some time in contingent faculty posi-
tions, they can become trapped in merely trying to earn a living with-
out the time to conduct the scholarly research necessary to obtain a 
tenure-track position. In this regard, Nora describes the almost insur-
mountable difficulties of attaining a tenure-track position as similar to 
winning the lottery: “The goal is to get a tenure-track position. It’s al-
most like . . . winning the lottery, to some degree, because of the corpo-
ratization of the academy into a business.” Further, as Sara, an Asian 
American female contingent faculty member in an elite western public 
research university, explains,

So, there’s an oversupply of qualified PhDs who can’t get tenure-track 
jobs. And so, it’s very easy for universities to hire PhDs at very low 
rates because these new grads don’t have anywhere to go. And a lot of 
those people get trapped in these sort of low-paying positions. And 
once they’re on that circuit for a while, it’s very hard to get back into 
a tenure-track job market search. . . . One reason is that because con-
tingent positions are so low-paying, a lot of freshly minted PhDs are 
teaching at multiple universities just to barely make ends meet, so 
they just spend all their time teaching and driving around, and then 
they don’t have as much time to finish their book manuscripts and 
peer-reviewed journal articles, all the things that you really need to 
be competitive.

Sara observes that due to the inadequate compensation for contingent 
positions, individuals who do not have other options such as an em-
ployed spouse may have to eke out a living by working at multiple insti-
tutions or even working in minimum-wage positions. The vicious circle 
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of attempting simply to survive economically can prevent contingent 
faculty from conducting the research that would enhance their poten-
tial for tenure-track employment. As Sara explains,

I try to imagine what it would be like to support just me on my salary. 
Forget it. I wouldn’t even be able to afford rent where I live, let alone 
support children. I don’t think it is an accident that several of my con-
tingent faculty colleagues are unmarried, especially the men. Many of 
my female colleagues, the ones who have children and live comfort-
ably, have partners who have higher salaries. The ones I know that are 
single really struggle to survive alone in the Bay Area. I heard of a col-
league who bagged groceries at Trader Joe’s to make ends meet. There 
was another woman who had a small child and was a single mother. 
She did not have enough food to feed her daughter because she had 
this part-time appointment and no job security or health care.

Life-changing decisions such as the decision to have a family can be 
affected by the lack of economic security and is especially difficult for 
women during their child-bearing years. Several faculty we interviewed 
indicated that having a spouse with a full-time tenured faculty position 
gave them some protection from such uncertainty. For example, Andrea, 
a white female adjunct who works in two or three universities simulta-
neously, indicates that she is only able to continue in this work due to 
her husband’s salary and health insurance as well as her own side jobs. 
Moreover, if she has a gap in employment at any one of the three mid-
western institutions, she has to reapply for her job, fill out the back-
ground check, and complete the I-9 and application paperwork all over 
again. Recently notified only a week before class started that one of her 
sections was underenrolled and that the course would not be run, Andrea 
expresses frustration about how the uncertainty of the situation is de-
termining who can accept adjunct work, stating “I have huge concerns 
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about that, not just on a personal level and a financial level but in regard 
to preparation for classes and also in regard to what it’s doing to the pool 
of instructors that we use right now.”

Due to the uncertainty of contingent roles, Andrea views adjunct fac-
ulty work as ultimately a place for rich housewives because others can-
not afford to work for such minimal salaries:

It gives me a lot of concern about who’s available to do these jobs. 
My husband owns his own business; he’s the stable income; his com-
pany picks up the health insurance. He’s the one that makes this pos-
sible. . . . But I’m afraid that . . . being an adjunct is becoming what I 
call the rich housewife job. . . . I’m afraid that what we’re moving to in 
higher education in the contingent population is the rich housewife, 
the person who knows that there’s a pool of money that will tide them 
over if something happens. And then what you’re going to get is con-
tingent faculty who say “I’m just going to do the bare minimum; de-
sign a course shell online, I’m just going to run it. . . . But I’m not go-
ing to put anything extra in it because you’re not paying me that much.”

Furthermore, when PhD recipients are unable to attain a tenure-track 
position after spending years in graduate school, assuming a contingent 
faculty position can foster a sense of inferiority and even of personal fail-
ure. Sara describes her initial feeling of inferiority as a scholar when she 
made the decision to pursue contingent employment in order to be lo-
cated near her relatives and also have her own family. In her frank tes-
timony she remarks, “I had to deal with a lot of like inferiority complex 
when all of my colleagues [in graduate school] went off to tenure-track 
jobs . . . and for a long time, I felt like I was a failure.” Yet, after having 
had children and a fulfilling career teaching undergraduates, Sara ex-
plains that she “made peace” with being a contingent faculty member and 
instead focused on the identities she cares about as a teacher, a mother, 
and a union activist. Through her union, Sara is working alongside her 
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colleagues to establish a contract that secures better pay, job security, and 
benefits for contingent faculty.

Because of the common nature of these insecure and inadequately 
compensated working conditions for minoritized faculty, serious insti-
tutional attention needs to be given to ameliorating these circumstances. 
We will discuss proactive contingent faculty workforce strategies and 
programs in chapter 5.

CURRICULAR, RESEARCH,  

AND PEDAGOGICAL ISSUES

Contingent faculty are often limited in terms of their ability to contrib-
ute to curricular development, course selection, independent research, 
and pedagogical practices. All of these practices, however, are integral 
to the practice of academic freedom. As a result, the marriage of contin-
gency with faculty status subverts the long-standing educational value of 
academic freedom, an essential condition for faculty agency and schol-
arly independence.

Participation in curricular development and the ability to have input 
into course selection clearly vary depending on the perspective of the 
department chair or director as well as departmental, school, and insti-
tutional practices. While research is not usually part of the contingent 
faculty member’s portfolio, some departments do encourage and sup-
port research. Yet, with heavy teaching loads and additional responsi-
bilities such as additional service and administrative requirements, time 
may be limited for scholarly pursuits.

Further, in some doctoral research institutions, clear limits are placed 
on the ability of contingent faculty to serve as principal investigators. For 
example, Diane, an Asian American female contingent faculty member 
at a western public research university, reports that while tenure-track 
faculty can hold principal investigator status and supervise under-
graduates on thesis research projects, lecturers are excluded from such 
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activities and must apply for exemptions. When Diane received exter-
nal funding to go abroad to conduct interviews and do fieldwork on a 
project, she was informed after she submitted her proposal to the uni-
versity’s Institutional Review Board that she could not hold principal 
investigator status and could not conduct her own research. As she in-
dicates, “But I was shocked. They were like ‘you can’t do anything with 
your data since your status is pending.’ I was writing a chapter and writ-
ing my book proposal.” After she talked to her chair and the chair spoke 
with the dean, the dean applied for an exemption on her behalf. Diane 
emphasizes the clear disparities in the system. “The system is not set 
up to treat us equally; it almost excludes you, categorically. That’s really 
scary.” Diane was subsequently granted three years to work on the re-
search project, after which she would need to apply again to a new dean. 
While her persistence prevailed in this instance, the substantial hurdles 
posed by the process would clearly dissuade other contingent faculty 
from pursuing independent research.

Justin, the Black male clinical professor at an elite private university 
cited earlier, describes how his scholarly work was not recognized by his 
department. After he had completed two edited books, his work was 
largely overlooked and unrecognized. Citing the surprise by the univer-
sity’s communication department when he mentioned his books, Justin 
indicates that he has had to find recognition for his work outside his 
school. Further, his academic credentials have been questioned, such as 
when his former dean contacted the coordinator of a podcast in which 
he was featured and asked the person in charge why he was doing it. The 
dean, who in fact had no background in the field, said that she did not 
consider Justin an expert and alleged that he was not known internation-
ally. This overt undercutting of his work by the dean at first caused Justin 
to question himself, as her belittling of his credentials blended with his 
own childhood experiences of racialized trauma. Thinking about the im-
pact of such experiences on successful professionals of color, Justin re-
flected, “I think about this . . . for those who come from school systems 



 77pRecARioUs woRking conditions

or settings where they were underestimated.” He notes that the effects 
of such experiences can be devastating.

Among our interviewees, we learned of a wide range of different ex-
periences in terms of oversight by a chairperson and discretion in course 
selection and pedagogical methods. At one end of the spectrum were sit-
uations in which there is virtually no direct interaction with the chair or 
department head. This circumstance can increase uncertainty due to the 
lack of feedback. At the other end of the spectrum were situations that 
involved micro-interventions by the chair in the curriculum and even 
control of teaching methods. In such situations, faculty may have little 
or no input into course assignments. And in more ideal circumstances, 
contingent faculty have input into the curriculum and some latitude in 
selecting the courses they want to teach.

Pressures to conform to established practices and not rock the boat 
can, however, limit discretion in curricular practices, particularly when 
contingent faculty are new. Valerie, the Black female contingent faculty 
member cited earlier, describes the unspoken pressure she felt in the ini-
tial stages of employment:

I find it [the pressure] comes in the initial stages, and it is unspoken 
in a lot of ways. It’s almost like “don’t involve yourself in this; don’t 
put too much of your opinion out there; don’t rock the boat. Don’t try 
anything new.” So, there’s always this expectation that I’m going to 
wait to speak or to even engage all the time. And there’s always this 
expectation that I won’t try anything new until invited.

In terms of micro-interventions in the pedagogical process by the chair, 
Michael offers an example of the power dynamic involved with his white 
female supervisor who is most comfortable using slides and scripted ap-
proaches to teaching. He sees her insistence on this scripted approach 
as a result of her view that she knows the material and has been teach-
ing for a long time. In contrast, Michael sees the emphasis on discussion 
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and active learning techniques rather than lecture-centered approaches 
as critical in multicultural learning environments. 7 Yet, as Michael de-
scribes his chair’s intervention, “It’s kind of almost infringing on the 
way that I would like to teach. And so it is kind of a battle of pedagogy, 
I guess, in the way we’re approaching things.”

At the other end of the spectrum, Sahil describes his relationship with 
his chair as “very nonexistent.” This distance has prevented his further 
integration in the department. In his words,

There really isn’t a relationship. So, I applied for the job when it was 
posted, [and] I went through an interview process. And then I was of-
fered the position, and then there really isn’t any communication. At 
the end of the semester, I get an email from my chair that says “Please 
submit your syllabus and [list] your reflections around your teaching 
this term.” I don’t think that there’s any relationship building or any 
intentionality around integrating me in the department.

At times, disputes around the curriculum and about how diversity 
is portrayed can become contentious among faculty within the depart-
ment, and concerns can even reverberate up through the academic hier-
archy. Julie, the biracial contingent faculty member cited earlier, reports 
that as a biracial individual she feels that she has to educate all the time 
even in relation to the focus of the curriculum. In her very first semester, 
she faced a highly stressful situation when she became aware of materi-
als developed by another faculty member (materials that Julie was given 
to teach) that she felt were deeply problematic and racist. The materials 
involved blackface and other racial tropes. Julie brought her concerns 
up in a program meeting, and this discussion led to a virtual war within 
the program. She ended up spending the semester in biweekly meetings 
with human resources. Julie further explains:

It started a war in the program between me and my colleague and the 
senior faculty to the point that I was accused of causing tensions in 
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the program. I spent a semester in almost weekly meetings with HR. 
But my chair was with me. It was so stressful, and it was really like 
smearing me, implying that I had insulted the colleague who put to-
gether those materials, that I had made her feel bad.

But Julie insisted on her perspective and apologized to the students re-
garding the racist materials. The escalation of issues to human resources 
accentuates the vulnerability of contingent faculty when raising con-
cerns about the curriculum or other issues. The support of Julie’s chair 
was critical in providing her the needed support to weather the situa-
tion successfully.

The examples shared here illustrates the ways in which minoritized 
faculty can be sidelined, ignored, and even have their perspectives dis-
puted. The support of the department chair is a critical component in 
this equation and can facilitate greater empowerment and participation.

THE DISPROPORTIONATE IMPACT 

OF STUDENT EVALUATIONS

Due to the lack of security that characterizes contingent faculty employ-
ment, the student is placed in the driver’s seat as both consumer and fac-
ulty evaluator. One of the primary concerns that undercuts the quality of 
the educational experience is overreliance on student evaluations as the 
sole measure of the performance of a contingent faculty member. Placing 
control in the hands of the students can lead to pressures on contingent 
faculty to give higher grades in order to ensure positive evaluations. The 
unfortunate result can be to avoid difficult topics, placate students, inflate 
grades, and dilute academic quality in the interests of academic survival. 8

A growing and substantial body of research indicates that evalua-
tions can be skewed by bias based on the faculty member’s social iden-
tities and, in particular, due to the intersectionality of race and gender. 
Challenges for women of color have been shown to affect perceived ac-
ademic competence and legitimacy and be overly focused on physical 
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attractiveness and demeanor. 9 Earlier we cited the 2021 meta-analysis 
of over one hundred articles that found that women, people of color, and 
other marginalized groups are disadvantaged in student evaluations. 10

Nonetheless, Sara explains that the primary basis for promotions for 
contingent faculty at her institution are based on student evaluations 
of teaching:

As anyone knows, teaching evaluations are skewed and . . . full of ra-
cial and gender bias. But the university continues to use them. . . . And 
so in that sense, I think that’s unfair, because we know that hurts 
women in general. . . . We know that evaluations work against us, so 
we have to make an extra effort to make sure that students enjoy our 
class. . . . So, I would put myself in the category of women and mi-
norities who, in a sense, have to try to compensate for race and gen-
der bias in student evaluations.

Despite the known flaws in the evaluation process, Sara indicates that 
department chairs resort to student evaluations in order to have a spe-
cific numerical rating as an expedient way of gauging instruction:

You know, they’d rather just have a number. This is your student eval-
uation number, and that’s how we compare you against everyone else 
and decide whether you’re worth promoting or not. And so, I think 
this system is fundamentally unfair and problematic.

The employment perils resulting from overreliance on student evalua-
tions is intensified for marginalized faculty. Nora describes how the dou-
ble jeopardy of being a member of a marginalized group and in a mar-
ginalized employment status compounds the power that students wield 
through evaluations:

You feel marginalized to begin with because you’re contingent faculty. 
You worry about being given another contract to continue on in your 
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position. Then you add on being a member of marginalized groups on 
top of that, so that adds more pressure and stress and strain[,] . . . more 
because of the microaggressions and the implicit bias.

. . . [T]his student wields a certain amount of power, and you want 
to maintain your integrity, of course, but you are worried that they 
could go up the chain and complain about this to your chair, to your 
dean, God forbid to your provost. And so, I’ve had students start at 
the level of the president, you know, with different concerns. . . . And 
here’s the thing where you have to be concerned about grading, when 
you belong to these marginalized groups and when you’re a contin-
gent faculty member.

Given these circumstances, Sahil indicates that adjunct faculty can be 
reluctant to give lower grades because of how this might reflect on 
their teaching:

I have many friends who are tenure-track faculty members, and I 
think that they spend a lot of time making sure that there’s a distri-
bution within their grades. . . . It’s very important to them to have a 
distribution. And I think that when I look at my grades, I’m afraid to 
have a distribution, because if I have three or four people who have 
C’s in my class, like, one, they’re not going to give me a great evalu-
ation, but two, it also tells the department that I am not a good edu-
cator when there are all the[se] students who are getting bad grades.

A number of our interviewees also indicated that students can knowingly 
seek to affect a contingent faculty member’s status through evaluations. 
Based on his prior experience as an academic adviser, Sahil believes that 
students are aware of the power they exert over contingent faculty ap-
pointments and they use that power strategically:

I often heard students talk about like if a faculty member told them 
that they couldn’t have an excused absence, how that’s something 
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that they were going to make sure to put in the final teaching evalua-
tion[,] . . . so I do think that students are strategic about that.

Similarly, LeeAnn describes her awareness as an administrator of how 
students have banded together to give negative evaluations to certain 
nontenured faculty members such as those who are not native Eng-
lish speakers:

On several occasions as an administrator at different institutions, 
par ticularly for nontenured faculty members, [I observed] that stu-
dents decided, for example, because of an accent or because that per-
son was speaking English as a second language, a group of students 
didn’t think that they should be teaching economics or an introductory 
course in psychology. I’ve seen students band together and deliberately 
give some very harsh remarks about faculty members. . . . Students can 
use the evaluation process in a very manipulative way.

Several of the contingent faculty members we spoke with also described 
lengthy grade appeal processes that involved protracted negotiations 
over student complaints and created great stress for them. Take the case 
of Monica, cited earlier, one of the only Black female contingent faculty 
members in a predominantly white midwestern public research univer-
sity. During the summer of her first year as a lecturer after she had filed 
her grades and left campus, a white male student who received a B in-
stead of an A filed a formal complaint of discrimination based on race 
and contested the grade all the way up to the provost. Monica describes 
how her hypervisibility as a Black woman contributed to the question-
ing of her academic credentials:

But I am the only Black woman lecturer, and . . . I know when I go to 
lecture gatherings and union gatherings, I stick out like a sore thumb. 
And then I stick out amongst my tenure-track colleagues, so I know 
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that that difference is clear and is seen. . . . I think that probably speaks 
[to] probably some of the most racist and classist things that hap-
pened to me . . . because it’s there, it’s embedded. I’m not even neces-
sarily shown it. . . . It’s more of a surprise or curiosity or a fascination 
like “you really teach here” or “you really have that job?”

The complaint by the student was, in her words, “fraught with everything 
having to do with racism and sexism in classes.” While Monica’s faculty 
colleagues were supportive of her and reassured her that nothing like that 
had ever happened before, she realized they did not understand the extent 
to which the situation derived from her minoritized identity. As she ob-
serves, “I think it would have been different if I were a man. . . . Obviously 
it was about race, and so the intersection of race and gender.” Furthermore, 
Monica believes that the mistreatment she experienced was a function of 
her Blackness combined with her gender, class, and age:

I think that if I was another race or ethnicity or were just nonwhite, I 
think that would not bother them, but I do particularly think there 
was something about my Blackness to bother them. And I think even 
in the ways that they questioned my degree. . . . I also think that has 
to do with perceived class, and how they think about my age and my 
status like. . . . I couldn’t possibly, I couldn’t possibly, have earned the 
degree that I clearly have earned.

For Monica, as a new lecturer, the complaint and its ramifications trig-
gered a sense of not belonging, or the impostor syndrome. She was 
keenly aware of her status and the potential for the complaint to dis-
lodge her from academia:

Part of what made that experience so terrifying for me was that my 
impostor syndrome was triggered that much more because even 
though I intellectually knew I hadn’t done anything wrong, I felt like 
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this is the moment they’re going to figure out that I shouldn’t be here. 
Like . . . this is going to be where they figure out she doesn’t belong 
here anyway, and we can just let her go.

Monica was terrified, since she had not yet had a chance to establish 
herself at the university and did not know any of the higher-level ad-
ministrators:

And because I’m a lecturer, I think I was also terrified. . . . I was a very 
new contingent faculty; no one knows me. I hadn’t had time to let 
anyone get to know my skills or what kind of educator I am, and the 
first thing that I am ever in contact with higher-level administrators 
is around something like this.

The parents of the student soon became involved, and as Monica ex-
plains, they “were really angry.” They openly questioned Monica’s quali-
fications, refusing to believe that she held a doctorate and claiming that 
she had lied about her degree:

They wrote lots of emails and lots of notes. . . . They didn’t believe that I 
had a PhD. They claimed that I had lied and didn’t have a PhD, and so 
they wanted to be assured that I actually had earned my degree. . . . It 
became this different thing. They couldn’t possibly be okay with the 
fact that somebody like me was teaching and that I had given their 
child a grade that they thought wasn’t good enough.

The mother of the student even wrote a note disclaiming the fact that 
their family was racist, stating, “I think you all think that we’re racist 
but we have black people in our family so we couldn’t possibly be racist.”

In response to the reverse discrimination complaint, Monica had to 
produce her records and explain her grading process to the higher-level 
administrators, whom she found to be generally supportive. Given the 
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highly stressful ordeal, she was tempted to change the grade just to make 
the situation end but ultimately decided against it. After the case was fi-
nally closed, the provost wrote a memo to file indicating that her work 
was sound and stating that her contributions were valuable. Yet, the egre-
gious nature of the discrimination claim and the protracted stress, anxi-
ety, and even terror Monica experienced underscore the extreme vulner-
ability faced by minoritized contingent faculty in their efforts to uphold 
academic standards.

In another example, David, the contingent Latino faculty member 
cited earlier, describes how one his students filed a formal grade com-
plaint regarding an A− when the student believed it should have been 
an A. The complaint went all the way up to the program director and de-
partment chair and became a part of his official record. The chair, who 
was also Latino, was supportive of David but tried to give him advice 
along the lines of “don’t rock the boat” and “don’t push it so hard.” But 
David found this advice hard to accept at the time, since he knew that 
the student was not justified. As David explains, “So, I didn’t like the idea 
that I had to, in some way, change my teaching style because of some-
thing I thought was unfair, unjust.”

David also indicates that he has received teaching evaluations criti-
cizing him for being too open. “I’ve had those evaluations for being too 
proud, for being too open, for not giving the racists and misogynists 
enough empathy and perspective.” He is sanguine, however, about such 
evaluations. “At this point I shrug my shoulders, and as a nontenured fac-
ulty, you kind of just have to accept this in order not to die of stress and 
anxiety that you might not have a job every year.” He adds,

With regard to teaching critical race theory or talking about things 
where there’s going to be an immediate bias, I kind of just don’t care, 
because I figure you are going to dislike me, regardless, even if I said 
the thing that you wanted. I’ve seen that happen many times. . . . So, I 
take it as par for the course; that’s going to be the reality.
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Valerie, the Black contingent faculty referenced earlier, describes the 
racism she has encountered in the evaluation process and how white 
male students have challenged whether she is qualified to teach them:

It’s usually responses where the students themselves are challeng-
ing me, challenging whether I know what I’m talking about or not. 
Usually male students, usually white students, who will challenge and 
suddenly say “she didn’t do this/she didn’t say that,” and they always 
challenge the fact that I am qualified to teach them. And I’ve had very 
specific racial experiences around that kind of feedback.

In one instance when a student claimed in an evaluation that Valerie had 
bullied him and showed favoritism to other students, an unofficial inves-
tigation was undertaken without her knowledge. She only learned of it 
from overhearing other students who had been individually interviewed 
talking about it. “The situation was investigated behind my back,” she 
said, “and I wasn’t told that I was being investigated, so they interviewed 
other students, [and] I just happened to overhear students talking about 
being separated and interviewed around the student.” The student later 
denied that he had made the allegation and said he couldn’t remember 
writing it. The handling of this incident represented a violation of stan-
dard human resource investigative practices in which individuals are no-
tified of allegations and have a right to respond.

Further, Justin, the Black male clinical faculty member cited ear-
lier, was explicitly told when he was hired that if he failed a student, 
the student would complain to the dean, and Justin would be asked to 
go back and change the grade. He was cautioned to “be very careful of 
the grades you leave, because [they] could look bad on your evaluation 
now even though you judge the student accordingly.” As a result, Jus-
tin notes that the department has allowed students to get by until re-
cently, when a shift occurred as the school was trying to raise its rat-
ings. As Justin explains, “now they want to talk about quality. Before it 
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was about money and especially if they [the students] had VA [Veterans’ 
Administration] money.”

All these examples illustrate the significant pressures resulting from 
student complaints and negative evaluations that can undermine and 
even threaten the employment status of contingent faculty. The contin-
uous stress arising from employment-related threats can take a signifi-
cant toll on the faculty member’s health and well-being, with long-term 
consequences.

LACK OF PARTICIPATION IN SHARED GOVERNANCE

The structural inequity of the two-tiered faculty model is particularly 
apparent in faculty governance proceedings when part- and full-time 
contingent faculty cannot participate and are not represented. In some 
institutions, contingent faculty and especially adjuncts do not hold the 
right to vote in department meetings, college proceedings, and faculty 
senates or councils. This exclusion affects their ability to participate in 
academic decision-making such as in curricular planning and develop-
ment, chair selection, and recruitment and hiring.

Clearly, some progress has been made in the inclusion of full-time 
contingent faculty members in academic governance processes. The 2021 
American Association of University Professors shared governance sur-
vey found that in a random sample of 585 four-year institutions with an 
academic senate or council, at 75.6 percent of the institutions full-time 
contingent faculty members can vote in elections, and at 69.7 percent of 
the institutions they can serve on the senate or council itself. Only 6.9 
percent of institutions preclude all full-time contingent faculty from 
voting, and 11.3 percent do not allow these faculty to serve on the senate. 
These figures represent improvement from 2001, when at 17 percent of 
institutions only full-time tenure-line faculty could vote. 11

The same progress, however, has not been achieved for part-time 
contingent faculty or adjuncts. The survey revealed that at 66.5 percent 
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of institutions, part-time faculty members cannot vote, while at 72.2 
percent they cannot serve on senates or councils. 12 A 2012 American 
Association of University Professors report titled “The Inclusion in Gov-
er nance of Faculty Members Holding Contingent Appointments” em-
phasized that faculty governance and academic freedom reinforce each 
other and recommended that faculty should be defined inclusively and 
not limited to those holding tenured or tenure-track appointments. For 
this reason, the report recommended that all part-time and full-time 
contingent faculty play a role in academic governance. The report stated 
that contingent faculty should have responsibilities in governance sim-
ilar to their tenure-line counterparts and should receive compensation 
for their time participating in governance activities. 13

Although greater participation of part-time faculty typically occurs at 
the departmental level, when these faculty who now represent the fac-
ulty majority cannot participate in college or institutional governance, 
they do not have the opportunity to share perspectives and provide in-
put into policies and practices. Further, James Minor persuasively argues 
that administrative efforts to diversity faculty have largely been unsuc-
cessful and that faculty diversity will benefit from the ability to include 
women and minorities in academic governance and decision-making 
processes. 14 Greater interactions of tenure-line faculty with contingent 
faculty and particularly minoritized contingent faculty is an important 
vehicle for reducing tensions and breaking down negative stereotypes 
and images such as the idea that non-tenure-track faculty are not qual-
ity scholars and are in some way “less than.” 15

At her eastern public research university, Julie describes how contin-
gent faculty are encouraged to attend college faculty meetings “just to 
show the numbers.” But since the meetings describe privileges she does 
not hold as a lecturer, she explains, “I don’t always go to those meetings 
because it’s very depressing.” Julie also notes that her lecturer colleagues 
do not often speak up during the meetings and that when she speaks 
up she has noticed that tenure-track faculty interrupt her constantly. 
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Similarly, Nora indicates that the full-time tenure-line faculty recently 
voted to exclude contingent faculty from voting in her college. As she 
explains, “Although it was a close vote, lecturers understandably were 
very upset about this happening.” In this regard, she notes, “I feel more 
accepted overall by contingent faculty than I do by tenure-track faculty.”

Faculty governance can provide a significant avenue for breaking 
down the barriers among faculty cohorts through the creation of uni-
fied initiatives that influence institutional decision-making and provide 
a needed voice for the concerns of contingent faculty.

CONCLUSION

Through the narratives shared in this chapter, we have seen how uncer-
tain employment conditions, low pay levels, fluctuating health insurance 
coverage, lack of control over work circumstances, heavy workloads, dif-
ferential treatment, and excessive reliance on student evaluations work in 
combination to reinforce the marginalization faced by minoritized con-
tingent faculty. While some students may be unaware of the status-based 
differences that pertain to these faculty, the devaluation of teaching rep-
resented in the two-tiered faculty employment model jeopardizes aca-
demic quality, student learning outcomes, and sustainability.

Just as importantly, the perpetuation of an inequitable structure un-
dermines the faculty talent proposition and leads to a tremendous waste 
of talent. The impressive credentials of the contingent faculty we inter-
viewed powerfully illustrate the limited opportunities available in a sat-
urated academic job market. While all the interviewees care immensely 
about their disciplines and their students, their commitment cannot 
be taken for granted. As Andrea, the white female adjunct cited earlier, 
states, “I think we’re sitting on a decision point, I think we have been for 
several years, and it was accelerated by COVID.” She emphasizes that 
without attention to the employment conditions of contingent faculty, 
higher education will lose individuals with institutional loyalty who are 
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invested in the educational process. The examples shared in this chap-
ter provide significant evidence of the pressing need for institutional 
change and the development of inclusive policies, processes, and pro-
grams for contingent faculty.

In chapter 4, we explore specific strategies that minoritized contin-
gent faculty have developed to resist and cope with inequitable employ-
ment conditions.



4

Resilient coping strategies of 
minoritized contingent Faculty

You must come to grips with the fact that you are 
fighting for a cause bigger than yourself.

WILLIAM A.  SMITH,  IN RACIAL BAT TLE 

FATIGUE IN FACULT Y

G
iven the everyday workplace challenges faced by contingent 
faculty from nondominant groups, we now share concrete 
strategies and proactive approaches that can help counteract 

structural, behavioral, and process-based barriers to inclusion. While in-
dividual approaches are certainly important, long-term structural change 
is critical in order to create more equitable working conditions. An im-
portant first step is the creation of a representative bureaucracy that in-
cludes diverse academic administrators. With an increasingly diverse 
student body, the continued dominance of white male heterosexist per-
spectives is not responsive to changing student needs. 1 As Michael, the 
Asian American contingent faculty member cited earlier, observes,

I believe we still operate in a system of oppression, where white peo-
ple are in positions of power. And until we get minority faculty in po-
sitions of authority in directors and dean’s roles . . . where they under-
stand from firsthand experience what it means to be a person of color, 
I don’t think we’re going to see a lot of change. And I think to get into 
those positions is a very uphill battle.
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Yet, in situations of unequal power, only significant countervailing forces 
can provide some measure of protection against marginalization, mis-
treatment, and discrimination. In this regard, the perpetrator-guardian 
model developed by Vincent Roscigno, Steven Lopez, and Randy Hod-
son in 2009, based on 204 book-length organizational ethnographies, 
recognizes that women, minorities, and individuals with little job se-
curity are more at risk for bullying and mistreatment in ambiguous or-
ganizational situations. As these ethnographies demonstrate, the pres-
ence of a capable guardian can help offset and neutralize such situations. 
Unions have served in the guardian role due to the sheer power of num-
bers and the benefit derived from collective efforts to create working 
environments that are less tolerant of capricious management practices 
and that provide redress through mediation and grievance procedures. 2 
Since adjuncts and full-time contingent faculty have few if any employ-
ment protections, it is not surprising that the most frequently mentioned 
countervailing force cited by our interviewees is unionization.

UNIONIZATION: A GROWING TREND

Because colleges and universities have relegated contingent faculty con-
cerns to the periphery of the educational enterprise, unions have stepped 
in to address working conditions and negotiate for limited but needed 
improvements. Researchers Kim Tolley and Kristen Edwards view the 
organizing of adjuncts as one of the most important trends affecting 
higher education. Their in-depth analysis of collective bargaining con-
tracts ratified between 2010 and 2016 at thirty-five colleges and univer-
sities reveals that adjunct faculty obtained salary increases at all these 
institutions through negotiation processes. Further, almost all the con-
tracts increased job security for contingent faculty such as through full- 
year and even multiyear appointments for adjuncts. Other gains have in-
cluded access to professional development and improved resources for 
teaching. Nonetheless, in terms of needed structural changes, unioniza-
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tion has not made inroads in three critical areas: achieving parity in sal-
ary and benefits with tenure-line faculty, participation in shared gover-
nance, and decreasing the reliance on part-time faculty. 3

Although unions cannot reverse the large-scale stratification of the 
academic workforce, one of the primary benefits of unionization is hav-
ing a seat at the table with university administration. In the absence of 
active management attention to contingent faculty concerns, union ac-
tivism has become the most effective driver of change. Such activism is 
most effective when tenured faculty join forces with contingent faculty 
in a collaborative effort. Because tenure-line faculty unions have sub-
stantially more clout in the negotiation process, the coalition of ten-
ured and contingent faculty provides a significantly stronger bargain-
ing position. Many universities with tenure-line faculty unions wait for 
the results of negotiations before providing similar increases or benefits 
changes for management and staff. As a result, the solidarity between 
tenured and adjunct faculty unions can serve as a critical lever that in-
creases the likelihood of successful negotiated outcomes.

Different models for unionization include the inclusion of contin-
gent and tenure-line faculty within the same union umbrella or sep-
arate representation by separate bargaining agents. Regardless of the 
mode of representation, the alliance of interests between tenure-line 
and contingent faculty can create significant pressure on the adminis-
tration for change.

While unions as a whole have little ability to counteract nonrenewal 
of adjuncts due to the limitations of term-based contracts, they have 
been able to provide limited assistance such as in negotiations of earlier 
notification deadlines and dispute resolution. The narratives of our inter-
viewees reveal that unions also have served as a buffer or protective force 
in mediating complex employee relations disputes. Several contingent 
faculty we spoke with emphasized how their unions had helped them 
in difficult situations by representing their interests, participating in 
meetings with management, and providing some measure of protection. 
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Others mentioned their own activism in union work including efforts 
to include adjuncts in the union.

Take the work of Tanya, a white female contingent faculty union pres-
ident in an eastern public research university, who describes the union’s 
efforts to make the system safer through contract negotiations, push up 
notification of nonrenewal before September of each year, and establish 
different ways to measure faculty performance other than total reliance 
on student evaluations. She refers to the work situation as the “Wild 
West” before the union arrived, with “wildly different teaching arrange-
ments” and individuals with PhDs paid as low as $28,000 with full teach-
ing loads. In another example, Wende Marshall, the African American 
disabled queer contingent faculty member mentioned earlier, indicates 
that she sees her union activism at Temple University and in commu-
nity organizing as the primary reasons for remaining at the university:

I’ve been very involved with community organizing around Temple, 
which is a poor historically Black community facing an onslaught of 
gentrification. And so, I also have the perspective of the way the uni-
versity treats the community. I’m in this job because I want to be a 
union activist, not because I like teaching. What I teach is not what 
I was trained to teach.

It must also be noted, however, that even union leadership may not re-
flect the racial diversity of their membership. Nicholas Hartlep, a Korean 
transracial adoptee who now serves as department chair in the School of 
Urban Education at Metropolitan State University, describes what he 
calls “the white space” of the union. Despite his pro-union stance, he re-
counts how the all-white union leadership publicly recalled him as a unit 
convener in a humiliating fashion for requesting that a faculty member 
revise her dossier for tenure and promotion. In an act of further retalia-
tion, the union attempted to hold a recall vote to remove him from his 
position as department chair, resulting in a consultant being hired by the 
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dean and the provost to interview faculty about the climate in the School 
of Urban Education. As a result, Hartlep concludes that faculty unions 
can play an inadvertent role in preserving white supremacy. 4

PROACTIVE CAREER PLANNING

As a preemptive strategy, several full-time non-tenure-track faculty we 
interviewed described the steps they are taking to obtain greater job se-
curity by moving to the next rung of the contingent career ladder. This 
progression is generally accompanied by longer contract lengths of up 
to five years and increased salary increments, bringing with it less likeli-
hood of being laid off. For example, at the University of California, lec-
turers can be appointed as faculty “with potential for security of em-
ployment” and progress in the hierarchy to obtain what are termed 
continuing appointments, or those with “security of employment.” 5 This 
hybrid professorial model gives substantial stability and creates a closer 
parallel with the tenure-line model. Notably, however, the compensa-
tion structures remain below the tenure-track model. At one University 
of California campus, for example, lecturers with potential for security 
are subject to an excellence review after ten semesters and with success-
ful completion of the review become eligible for continuing appoint-
ment after the completion of twelve semesters. Attainment of the con-
tinuing appointment means that the faculty member does not receive 
an annual letter of appointment and, in effect, is much less likely to be 
discontinued. However, the availability of continuing appointments can 
vary considerably by campus and by department. One adjunct faculty 
member employed for nearly five decades at a University of California 
campus indicated that obtaining such appointments was extremely rare 
in her department.

David, the Latino faculty member at a southwestern public research 
university cited earlier, describes his efforts to move up the lecturer lad-
der to the next rank in order to protect himself from possible future layoff. 
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He explains his strategy: “It certainly motivated me to take on as many 
opportunities as I could. Sometimes more than I wanted to because 
I wanted to be sure my CV looked impressive; my promotion packet 
looked pretty stacked.” David notes that attainment of the promotion 
does give him somewhat more security but indicates that he would still 
like to move up even further, since the university is not hiring many more 
instructional faculty. He also believes that because his wife is a tenured 
professor who brings in a great deal of research money to the university, 
he has a little more security.

While a viable protective strategy, such career planning alternatives 
may be more difficult to attain for more senior members of the work-
force, particularly for women and individuals of color. 6 Research indi-
cates that the intersectionality of more advanced age with other minori-
tized identities can preclude consideration based on the perception that 
future contributions will be limited. 7 In some cases, ageism can trump 
all other stereotypes and dominate all other stereotypical perceptions 
Women in particular can experience the penalties of ageism as early as 
their forties based on social expectations related to appearance. 8 As a re-
sult, ageism can limit opportunities significantly and make alternative 
career pathways less feasible.

COUNTERACTING DIFFERENTIAL 

STANDARDS AND STRESS

As described throughout the book, differential expectations in relation to 
performance for minoritized faculty are a powerful marker of inequality. 
But often these expectations can be couched in ambiguous statements 
or masked through disingenuous behavior. Although often difficult to 
pinpoint or discern, the method of transmission of such expectations 
can be through the questioning of competence, excessive scrutiny and 
criticism, subtle comments, and failure to support individuals by provid-
ing mentoring and feedback. More consequential acts of exclusionary 



 97Resilient coping stRAtegies

treatment can be preceded by the creation of unequal working condi-
tions such as the assignment of tasks that others may not be asked to 
perform. 9 For individuals encountering differential treatment, confusion 
can arise as to which components (e.g., race, gender, sexual orientation, 
disability, age) are the source of exclusionary behaviors. 10 And when sig-
nals and behaviors are ambiguous, stigmatized individuals can overlook 
and fail to decode them.

The psychological literature offers insight into such situations through 
the concept of attributional ambiguity in which individuals find it dif-
ficult to interpret ambiguous behaviors, whether positive or negative, 
and are unsure of whether to attribute the behaviors to prejudice. 11 
Contraindications such as smiles and overly effusive behavior can dis-
guise biased and even threatening motives and cause confusion. 12 When 
such signals by institutional gatekeepers lead to consequential forms of 
exclusion, the danger lies in not pursuing timely countermeasures. A 
critical first step is cognitive appraisal of a situation and evaluation of 
the potential for threat, challenge, or harm (primary appraisal). 13 The 
process of secondary appraisal gauges the availability of coping options 
and resources.

An important insight from research findings is that appropriately at-
tributing negative actions to prejudice can provide a self-protective func-
tion to individuals who are the targets of discriminatory behavior and 
can help diminish emotional reactions to these behaviors. In such cases, 
a stigmatized individual’s self-esteem is not affected negatively when the 
individual can appropriately attribute negative behaviors or outcomes 
to perceived racism. 14

Consistent with these research findings, Monica, the Black contin-
gent faculty member cited earlier, manages to maintain a rather con-
stant level of low-grade stress by recognition of the structural nature of 
oppression. This recognition essentially provides an everyday protective 
mechanism by depersonalizing the nature of exclusionary treatment. 
Further, she takes comfort from interacting with colleagues with whom 
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she can discuss openly the impact of their social identities on work ex-
periences. At the same time, however, Monica finds it more difficult to 
maintain this approach when interacting with colleagues in other de-
partments who may not find value in her department’s work. She de-
scribes the racism, classism, and sexism she finds as being deeply rooted 
in the organizational culture of her prestigious university:

I know that working at a prestigious American university, racism, class-
ism, and sexism are just baked in. . . . Because they’re so structural, I 
don’t even know that these things are happening. And so that’s like a 
low-grade type of stress that I just manage everyday . . . around race 
and white supremacy and class. . . . I think it varies; most days it’s 
manageable. I think I find it being less manageable and more stress-
ful maybe certain times of the year. But I feel very able to manage or 
navigate a lot of those things with my colleagues because that’s the 
kind of work we do and we can have more open conversations about 
how our identities impact our work life and what we’re doing. I think 
it gets more stressful when I’m interacting with departments, people 
who don’t necessarily find value in our work — when I feel I have to 
prove something about myself or about my work.

The strategy Monica identifies of finding a trusted internal network 
of allies with whom one can openly discuss issues of identity can pro-
vide some solidarity and support in addressing exclusionary workplace 
situations.

Taking another tack, Valerie, the Black contingent faculty member 
referenced earlier, has developed a counterstrategy when experiencing 
pressures to work harder in order to prove her worth. For example, she 
was questioned by another faculty member as to whether she was expe-
riencing impostor syndrome, with the underlying insinuation that she 
was barely getting by as an affirmative action candidate. Valerie catches 
herself when she responds to such pressures by overcompensating and 
instead tries to find ways to work smarter rather than harder:



 99Resilient coping stRAtegies

But as a result of that I do find that there are times that I slip and I 
find myself working too hard to kind of overcompensate for those mo-
ments. Recently I’ve been catching myself on that, and I don’t work 
too hard; I have to work smarter.

Valerie’s resistance strategy involves recognition of the triggers or situa-
tions that can cause her to overcompensate by working harder, and she 
instead responds proactively by devising more calculated approaches to 
the problems at hand.

SEEKING EXTERNAL  

ALTERNATIVES AND SUPPORT

When problematic situations escalate and particularly when they involve 
issues of mistreatment and marginalization, serious consideration has to 
be given as to whether to seek confidential assistance from human re-
sources, an ombudsperson, the employee assistance program, or the of-
fice that handles diversity, equity, and inclusion. In making this choice, 
individuals must weigh the potential for making their claims known and 
the value of establishing an institutional record of issues against con-
cerns relating to the potential breach of confidentiality that can result.

In this regard, Nadine, an Asian American contingent faculty mem-
ber, recounts a difficult situation during her first year of employment in 
which an older white male colleague shared a workspace with her and 
essentially engaged in workplace harassment toward her. The male fac-
ulty member would leave his sandals and socks under his desk and his 
belongings strewn about the office. She would often come into the of-
fice and find his students sitting at her desk. Once when this occurred 
and the student tried to get up from her desk out of courtesy to her, the 
male faculty member instead told the student to stay there while they 
finished their conversation. When Nadine reported the incident to ad-
ministration, the male faculty member sent her a nasty email attacking 
her and saying she was passive aggressive and did not know how to share. 
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As she explains, “I was worried about my job. It was only the first year 
that I was teaching there, and I thought ‘I just want to put it behind me.’ 
I’m just going to walk away from it.” Yet, Nadine describes the intensi-
fication of the situation:

But it got very heated the way we shared this space, and he was just 
a very dominant person, and I was kind of intimidated by this guy. 
And did he treat me that way because I was a woman? Yes, defi-
nitely[;] . . . he thought himself more senior [than] me when in real-
ity he really wasn’t, and he just felt that the place was his.

Nonetheless, when Nadine brought the situation up with her adminis-
trator, she was told not to tell the dean or anybody else and that the ad-
ministrator would handle it. To her consternation, she was then moved 
into an office with two other people, while the male faculty member 
was given an office to himself. “Looking back again,” Nadine said, “I 
should have filed a complaint with the university, but I didn’t. I trusted 
she would handle it.” Now as a seasoned faculty member, Nadine views 
the situation differently:

Years later I thought to myself, hmm, that doesn’t seem right. I was 
with this abusive guy. And they just validated his behavior by allow-
ing him to have the whole office to himself, while they just get rid of 
the one who’s complaining.

ORGANIZATIONAL SPONSORSHIP

Finding a support system such as with a sponsor or mentor within the 
institution is a valuable strategy that can help overcome internal obsta-
cles and offset negative feedback. Sponsorship is distinct from mentor-
ship in that individuals who have significant power and organizational 
clout can advocate for their protégés and protect them from potentially 
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negative consequences by intervening at higher levels of the organiza-
tion. Yet, a study of forty high-potential individuals found that such 
sponsorship is less available for women, with the result that women over-
worked their mentorship channels even though their mentors had less 
organizational clout. 15 As the study reveals, minoritized faculty may find 
it more difficult to locate a sponsor who is willing to step in and help 
them overcome institutional obstacles. Lack of diversity in academic and 
administrative leadership can make it more challenging to find individ-
uals to sponsor women and women of color and assist in their progress.

Consider the valuable example of sponsorship that LeeAnn, the Afri-
can American administrator and contingent faculty member, received 
from her white female Jewish program director. The program director 
first hired her for the small department and then voluntarily took on 
the role of full-time faculty coach. As an adjunct faculty member with-
out even an office, LeeAnn faced challenges in connecting with classes 
of nontraditional students who were working full time and also often 
parenting. In addition, as an African American female, she states, “My 
credibility was tested and challenged on the part of the students, and 
there wasn’t a collective place of support that I could go to and say ‘Hey, 
is this happening for you in your classroom?’ ”

LeeAnn describes the program director as assisting her both emo-
tionally and mentally, whereas the institution’s support was “certainly 
lacking.” She felt particularly fortunate, since her program director was 
trained in relational cultural counseling and had a PhD in counseling. 
LeeAnn indicated that due to the program director’s religious back-
ground and the history of persecution faced by the Jews, “it was easy to 
talk to her about the ways in which I felt that some students attacked 
me or questioned my credibility.” LeeAnn credits this ease of communi-
cation to her coach having been in similar situations and been discrim-
inated against, “and so it made our conversations much easier [because] 
I didn’t have to prove or explain.”

In her role as faculty coach, the program director helped LeeAnn by 
addressing both the technical aspects of teaching and the reactions she 
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received from students. This support reinforced LeeAnn’s confidence in 
her own competence and teaching ability:

Intellectually, I felt that I had the makings of a good teacher, based on 
my education, based on my experiences [and] . . . on the research that 
I’ve done. But I don’t think it takes much for that kind of confidence 
to be attacked, or penetrated, if the student experience isn’t one where 
you’re getting that enthusiasm on a regular basis. . . . She helped me 
through not beating myself up after every lecture.

Further, the coaching and mentorship that LeeAnn received from her 
program director helped her navigate the complexities of teaching in 
the institution more rapidly:

And so, having this kind of coach allowed me to read and understand 
the university a lot quicker, because this individual had some longev-
ity at the university, and they were able to help me maneuver and get 
through some of these challenges.

The encouragement that LeeAnn received from her program director 
included support in completing her PhD. Overall, LeeAnn describes 
the chair’s sponsorship with some modesty: “She sees a brilliance in me 
(she uses this word, I don’t) that I don’t see in myself.” LeeAnn adds that 

“it’s all about having a chair that wants to be a coach, wants to be a men-
tor, wants to see you succeed.”

BEING AUTHENTIC:  

AGENCY AND SELF-DETERMINATION

As the minoritized faculty we interviewed have faced marginalization 
and exclusion, they have also exhibited remarkable courage in affirming 
their own identities and modeling this authenticity for their students. 
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Despite their isolation in predominantly white institutions with few di-
verse faculty colleagues, several individuals spoke of the difficult decision 
to openly discuss their identities in their largely white classrooms despite 
the emotional costs. In this regard, Becky Ropers-Huilman, professor 
at the University of Minnesota, points out that people whose “cultural 
homes” are not well represented in dominant society may feel that they 
need to mask themselves based on their degree of fit within the society 
at large. Like the construction of a dance, masking and unmasking oc-
curs based on an individual’s reading of the social context. 16

In describing his decision to unmask, Sahil indicates that once he 
discusses his identity in his classes, particularly as a queer person from a 
low-income family, students begin to challenge him more and also chal-
lenge his grading policies more:

I mean, I spend a lot of time talking about my identity and about what 
it’s like to be a person who lives in those identities. And I think one 
of the things that I’ve noticed is . . . when I share that I come from an 
immigrant family or that I am queer, I think that it changes the way 
in which my students interact with me. . . . At the beginning of the 
semester before I made those disclosures, I think I command respect 
because of probably my gender, because I’m an Asian American man, 
and I think there were some expectations that Asian American men 
are intelligent and belong in academia. But I think once my students 
get to know me . . . they start to challenge me a little bit more; they 
start to challenge course policies a little bit more; they start to chal-
lenge my grading a little bit more.

Similarly, David feels it important to discuss his identity as a first- 
generation minoritized scholar in his predominantly white classrooms. 
David’s parents emigrated from Cuba and were working-class individ-
uals. His father was an electrician, and a significant portion of David’s 
life was spent living on food stamps and welfare. He had to think hard 
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about sharing his identity in the large undergraduate sections he taught. 
But despite the rather rural geographic location of his predominantly 
white university, David decided to discuss his race and ethnicity because 
he felt that his openness would benefit his students:

I decided to go in there and be loud and proud. I guess the idea is . . . if 
you’re going to dislike me, I’m going to give you a damn good reason 
to dislike me. I’m not going to hide myself and then hope that you 
like this watered-down version of myself. I really hit it hard because I 
wanted that not to be hidden, and I was trying to think about things 
I would have wanted when I was a young scholar. I didn’t remember 
anyone saying outwardly like “this is my race or ethnicity” apart from 
very specific kinds of classes.

Nonetheless, David indicates that disclosing his identity so openly to 
his students required significant emotional labor. Fortunately, how-
ever, he reports that he only really experienced one negative interac-
tion in response.

Consonant with this perspective, Nora, the transgender disabled fac-
ulty member cited earlier, is aware that she is not the typical professor 
that students expect to have but nonetheless seeks to be authentic in 
representing herself:

There’s always this push and pull between the way I see myself and the 
way that others see me, and that includes the way the students see me. 
When I walk in the door on the first day of class, what are they think-
ing? You know, I’m not the typical professor that they may be envi-
sioning. And I have to keep that in mind and play it to some degree 
and use it as an advantage, so that if I’m the first transgender person 
they’ve met that I will make a good impression. But more importantly, 
it is just being authentic[,] . . . being who you really are and trying to 
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model that for them so they can also be that as well, because there’s 
so much pressure on them to conform.

In another example, Monica indicates that she is aware that she is one 
of the few Black women her students have had as a professor in a pre-
dominantly white institution. At the same time, she finds that students 
of color from working-class backgrounds like her own see themselves 
in her and are encouraged by her example. For the most part, however, 
students do not understand that she is a lecturer even when she explains 
the difference between tenure-track and non-tenure-track positions:

I’ve been aware since I started here that many students — whether 
they share social identities that I have or not — I’m one of the few 
Black women that they’ve ever had as a college professor. . . . But most 
are surprised to see someone like me as a college professor, and many 
welcome it. . . . I have a few students who talked about wanting to be-
come academics; they want to go on to graduate school. And I don’t 
think it is an accident that a lot of those students who say that to me 
are also young women of color from low-income backgrounds who 
grew up working class like I did. . . .

So, I think in some ways they see a bit of themselves or a least a 
bit of their background in me, and that encourages them or lets them 
know that it is possible to do this kind of work. And most of them 
don’t know that I’m a lecturer. And so, when I explain to them what 
that means, they are like “aren’t you still a professor?” And I say “yes,” 
but I explain to them the difference between tenure-track jobs and 
non-tenure-track jobs, and I still think they don’t quite get it.

In the face of marginalization and even mistreatment, Monica describes 
the evolution of her own sense of agency in spite of the negative attri-
butes accorded to her due to her race and gender. She emphasizes her 
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pride in her lineage and how the negative experiences she has had in 
a predominantly white institution have helped her define who she is:

I know for Black people outside of those groups, I know that those 
identities come with tons of stereotypes, tons of negative attitudes, 
and I think even given that there’s so much for me about having those 
identities, . . . I think is very important to me, very special to me. You 
know, some of those attributes . . . connect me to a really important 
lineage that I’m proud to be a part of.

I actually think, you know, the experiences that I’ve had here even 
as horrible or as trying as some of them have been, . . . I think they’ve 
helped me define who I am and figure out who I am, in context, and 
so . . . I think I’ve gained more of a sense of being able to define my-
self as opposed to sort of losing that. . . . I know that people outside of 
me, . . . you know, folks with various identities, have a lot more power 
and collectively have the power to cast projections on me — [of that] 
I’m completely aware — but I think that I still retain some real agency. 
But, I think that one of the things coming from particular marginal-
ized backgrounds [is that] I’ve inherited the ability to be able to de-
fine myself and understand who I am.

Monica clearly has drawn on the marginalizing and discriminatory ex-
periences she has faced to develop and affirm a clear sense of identity 
and strengthen her internal coping and resistance resources.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we have seen a wide range of coping and resistance strat-
egies deployed by minoritized contingent faculty in dealing with exclu-
sionary behaviors, actions, and outcomes. As noted, the double jeopardy 
of being both a contingent faculty member and a minoritized individual 
can provide significant mental and physical stress on a daily basis. The 
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resilience, courage, know-how, and persistence of the faculty members 
we interviewed have enabled them to address the challenges they face 
regularly. Perhaps most significantly, unions have been the primary cat-
alyst for change in ensuring more equitable work circumstances, but a 
long road still must be traveled to narrow the gap in working conditions 
between tenure-line and contingent faculty.

On an individual basis, knowledge of the nature of discrimination 
and its manifestations has provided some benefit to minoritized contin-
gent faculty in protecting self-esteem and developing viable counterac-
tive strategies. And as we have seen, the advocacy of an influential spon-
sor or mentor can help overcome obstacles, build confidence, and solidify 
standing in the institution. For some individuals, proactive career plan-
ning has provided a layer of protection from layoffs or non renewals in 
uncertain financial situations.

In chapter 5, we address the current polarized environment for diver-
sity in the United States and its impact on the experiences of minoritized 
contingent faculty. In light of the disruption caused by the pandemic, 
we look toward the future and the potential for changing educational 
practices and the creation of more equitable work conditions for con-
tingent faculty.



5

navigating systemic change 
in contentious times

If the policies that created the deplorable treatment 
of adjuncts persists, minority instructors like 

me will continue to leave academia.
GILA BERRYMAN, “THE SECRET LIVES 

OF ADJUNCT PROFESSORS”

A
s we have noted, leading scholars have proposed strategies for 
contingent faculty employment designed to foster a more wel-
coming culture, develop a more equitable contingent faculty 

framework, and implement policies that include onboarding, profes-
sional development, and the creation of multiyear contracts with career 
ladders. This work, however, is still in its early and formative stages at 
many institutions. Furthermore, institutional diversity planning and the 
research literature have barely touched on the experiences of minoritized 
faculty in these contingent roles.

Viewed as a whole, the primary challenge for institutions in the two- 
tiered faculty equation is structural; that is, beginning to narrow the dis-
tance between the tenured and contingent faculty ranks within the in-
stitutional hierarchy itself. Recall how Sahil described the caste system 
of two-tiered faculty and the ways in which the language of lecturers 
versus professors reifies this distinction. Ultimately, as researcher Mark 
Purcell notes, the failure to critically address the institutional status 
of contingent faculty will undermine the intellectual and educational 
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foundations of academe. 1 For example, one study of a non-tenure-track 
(NTT) school (called “PPS”) within a tenure-track elite university 
(called “Galaxy University”) highlights how power and politics signifi-
cantly constrained the efforts of contingent faculty to gain institutional 
support in launching a faculty diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) 
initiative. Surprisingly, despite the university’s significant financial re-
sources, these contingent faculty had enormous difficulty accessing in-
stitutional resources for DEI professional development in their school. 
As contingent faculty, they were viewed essentially as outsiders within 
academe. Sarah, an Asian American female part-time faculty member, 
explained: 2

My understanding is that non-tenure-track faculty or part-time fac-
ulty like me are perceived by the institution as not credible. . . . What 
did spark my feeling of injustice was the lack of resources related to 
DEI development, as if it isn’t a critical factor for our pedagogical de-
velopment. The faculty status should not matter. We actually teach 
the majority of the student population if you account for how many 
there are of us versus the tenured faculty.

Maya, an African American female part-time faculty member who 
worked proactively with colleagues to offer the first DEI workshops in 
the NTT school of this elite university, also commented on the lack of 
equitable access to resources: 3

As a woman of color, it has always mattered to me to fight for access, 
and in many ways, the faculty of our non-tenure-track school [PPS] 
is viewed less than the faculty from tenure track schools at Galaxy. 
Professionally and personally, that is upsetting to me, as access to DEI 
resources, whether for seed grants or training, should be available to 
all faculty regardless of rank. Some called this unrealistic for higher 
education. I just called it equitable access.
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These testimonials are illustrative of the resource implications of a two- 
tiered faculty system based on status differentials that permeate insti-
tutional practices and administrative priorities. As Purcell further notes, 
central to NTT status is the stigma of secondary faculty status: 4

It is the stigma of assumed professional failure, and it is the result of a 
pernicious illusion: that of the academic meritocracy. Those who enjoy 
the privilege of the tenure track, this illusion presumes, have earned 
their place by their merit. They have been vetted and found worthy. 
Non-tenure tracks, by contrast, have not been vetted; they are unde-
serving. Their presence in the department, according to this logic, is 
illegitimate, inappropriate, transgressive.

Given the often unspoken yet underlying stigma attached to NTT status, 
even the obvious first step of raising awareness about inequitable con-
tingent faculty practices cannot be taken for granted. Consider in this 
regard a study involving forty members of higher education stakeholder 
groups. As the study found, just raising awareness of the inefficiency of 
NTT practices in relation to the overall health of the academic profes-
sion could be a factor that facilitates change. 5 Arguably, such awareness 
should be obvious, and change strategies need to build on this aware-
ness to emphasize benefits to the institution that address long-term ed-
ucational interests.

In addressing the power of status differentials, the description of con-
tingent faculty as “invisible” by Judith Gappa and David Leslie under-
scores the urgency and necessity of a reconceived employment relation-
ship. 6 The model for change needs to incorporate key elements of social 
exchange theory in refashioning the contract between contingent fac-
ulty and the institution. Social exchange theory emphasizes the reci-
procity of the economic and social contract between the individual and 
the employer. 7 The concepts of equity and fairness, or what is termed 
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“organizational justice,” are particularly relevant in terms of whether con-
tingent faculty perceive that the organization has treated them fairly. 8

With the concept of reciprocity at the forefront, we build on the con-
tingent faculty framework of Judith Gappa, Ann Austin, and Andrea 
Trice in Rethinking Faculty Work (2007). This framework posits the need 
for five essential aspects of faculty work that are founded on a bedrock 
of respect: employment equity, academic freedom and autonomy, col-
legiality and community involvement, balance and flexibility, and pro-
fessional growth. 9 Reciprocity, or the term “reciprocal empowerment” 
that we have used in prior research, involves a shifting in the locus of 
asymmetrical power relationships and ultimately a sharing of power. 
Reciprocal empowerment involves three primary components: collabo-
ration and democratic participation, such as in academic planning and 
faculty governance; self-determination in cultures of dignity and inclu-
sion; and distributive justice in terms of opportunity and total rewards 
structures. 10 Note that these elements have particular import for mem-
bers of marginalized groups who may be silenced, ignored, and even un-
dercut in their professional endeavors. 11

What will be the long-term consequences of disaffection with work-
ing conditions by contingent faculty? We have certainly seen the increas-
ing shift toward unionization as the only viable pathway for contingent 
faculty seeking to ameliorate the terms and conditions of employment. 
As our interviewees have pointed out, inadequate compensation, lack 
of benefits, and insecure working conditions mean that only a certain 
segment of the academic population can afford to take adjunct posi-
tions or even in some cases full-time contingent faculty positions. Recall 
Andrea’s keen observation that higher education is at a turning point 
when adverse pay and working conditions will mean that only rich 
house wives will be able to hold adjunct positions. Similarly, Viviana, 
the Southeast Asian adjunct faculty member cited earlier, observes that 
only people who have other sources of income can afford to teach at her 
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elite university in adjunct roles. These working conditions preclude in-
dividuals with lower incomes from teaching and necessarily limit socio-
economic diversity:

I think the people who are adjuncts here all have jobs or have other 
sources of income; they do it for love of topic. I mean, I don’t think 
anybody does it to make a living, because I cannot imagine that any-
body could withstand the insecurity of not knowing whether they’re 
going to have enough enrollment for the course, because there’s al-
ways like some minimum threshold of enrollment or otherwise the 
course is canceled. . . . How could anybody count on paying bills with 
that, right? So, I feel like most people I run into who are adjuncts 
have full-time jobs or means by which they can do this, and they do 
it for love of topic and engagement. . . . When you’re looking at di-
versity, you’re not getting income diversity, you’re not getting people 
who could be fabulous.

THE URGENT NEED FOR CULTURAL CHANGE

The double marginalization that minoritized contingent faculty may ex-
perience within their departmental or school cultures adds to the pre-
cariousness of their status. In the largely decentralized environment of 
higher education, departmental cultures can vary significantly in terms 
of microclimates and the degree of inclusion. For the most part, the 
expectation for minoritized contingent faculty is that they must alter 
modes of behavior and expectations to fit normative cultural expecta-
tions. The larger question remains, however, as to how institutional and 
departmental cultures can change so that the onus is not on minori-
tized faculty to adapt.

While formal practices for contingent faculty usually fall under the 
purview of the office of the provost, considerable variation exists in the 
operationalization of these practices within departments and schools. 
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Research conducted by Adrianna Kezar with a sample of 107 NTT fac-
ulty in twenty-five departments at three master’s-level institutions found 
a continuum consisting of four distinct types of departmental cultures 
in relation to contingent faculty. The study has also yielded a valuable 
self-assessment tool on departmental cultures and NTT faculty devel-
oped through the Delphi Project on the Changing Faculty and Student 
Success at the University of Southern California. The four cultural types 
range from destructive to learning cultures: 12

1. Destructive cultures, in which NTT faculty perceive disrespect and 
hostility from tenured faculty and are not given the resources or 
opportunities necessary for their success;

2. Neutral or invisible cultures, in which NTT faculty are treated as 
temporary faculty or simply the delivery mechanisms for course 
content;

3. Inclusive cultures, in which NTT faculty are recognized as profes-
sionals, but policies and practices do not reflect their contributions 
to the learning environment; and

4. Learning cultures, in which NTT faculty are treated as professional 
equals with tenure-rank faculty and included in faculty meetings 
and professional opportunities.

The first two types of cultures in this spectrum are characterized by in-
equitable salaries and working conditions, while inclusive cultures are 
characterized by attempts to create some alignment between contin-
gent and tenured faculty compensation practices. As revealed in this 
study, adjuncts experienced the most negative working conditions in 
destructive and neutral cultures, while full-time contingent faculty in 
the same environment at least had the benefit of relationships that gave 
them some protection against these conditions. Finally, in a learning en-
vironment, department chairs actively seek to provide equitable salaries 
and benefits for NTT faculty. Nonetheless, these terms and conditions 
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are necessarily governed in many instances by institutional policy and 
resource allocations.

Due to the enormous variation in institutional types, missions, and 
geographic locations, contingent faculty practices are also heavily in-
fluenced by institutional context and the prevailing educational envi-
ronment. These differences necessarily arise based on the mission of a 
college or university and the institution’s geographic location and de-
mographic makeup and even on the political leanings and influence of 
state legislatures in a given state. In recent days, the impact of politically 
charged environments within some states and the passage of prohibi-
tive state legislation related to diversity training clearly has had signif-
icant ripple effects within college classrooms. Cultural change in these 
environments can be a decidedly uphill battle.

To discuss the impact of environmental pressures on institutional cul-
ture and practices, we explore further the impact of a highly polarized 
national climate for diversity in the United States on the experiences of 
minoritized contingent faculty.

THE DIVISIVE CLIMATE FOR DIVERSITY

In a time of deep racial polarization within the United States, the work 
environment for minoritized contingent faculty has become even more 
precarious. Following a wave of protests in 2020 and 2021 against po-
lice brutality in the killing of unarmed Black citizens including George 
Floyd in Minneapolis, Breonna Taylor in Louisville, Rayshard Brooks in 
Atlanta, and Daunte Wright in Minneapolis, it seemed as if the United 
States might come to a racial reckoning and explore the consequences 
of 246 years (1619–1865) of a slavery-based economic system character-
ized by systemic racism. 13 But pushback by President Donald Trump in 
his Executive Order 13950 of September 2020 titled “Combatting Race 
and Sex Stereotyping” resulted in a ban on diversity training in fed-
eral agencies and for federal contractors that involved “divisive concepts” 
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suggesting “that the United States is fundamentally racist or sexist.” 
This antidemocratic executive order sent a rapid chill through corpo-
rate America, academia, and governmental agencies. 14 The order con-
tained language indicating that diversity training should not cause dis-
comfort or stress to any individual related to his or her race or gender, 
should not imply that individuals act implicitly or unconsciously in rac-
ist or sexist ways, and should not suggest that concepts of meritocracy 
and hard work are racist or sexist. 15 Perhaps less well known is the in-
fluence of conservative activist Christopher Rufo in the formulation of 
Trump’s executive order through his spin campaign against so-called 
critical race theory (CRT).

During the pandemic, meetings on Zoom were often recorded and 
became readily accessible to the public. When an employee of the City of 
Seattle sent documentation from an antibias training session to Rufo, he 
immediately saw the political opportunity it offered. Rufo found CRT 
to be a powerful political weapon, believing that the term “connotes hos-
tile, academic, divisive, race-obsessed, poisonous, elitist, anti-American” 
views. 16 In an appearance on September 2, 2020, on Tucker Carlson’s 
Fox news program, Rufo called on President Trump to issue an execu-
tive order against CRT-related training: “Conservatives need to wake 
up. This is an existential threat to the United States.” Rufo was imme-
diately contacted by Mark Meadows, Trump’s chief of staff, and sum-
moned to Washington, DC, to help draft the executive order. Let us step 
back to understand the misappropriation of CRT by Rufo and others 
who view CRT as emblematic of a Marxist strain and their potent use 
of this semantic umbrella to attack antiracism and diversity training as a 
whole. In fact, CRT is a legal theory that arose in the mid-1970 by schol-
ars who sought to examine how race, power, and US law intersect within 
the larger economic, legal, and social context. These scholars recognized 
the importance of the law in civil rights reform as well as how lawful 
practices had codified disadvantages and privileges through legal segre-
gation and other discriminatory practices. 17 Although some variations 
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in the humanities and social science have emerged in CRT scholarship, 
these theorists recognize that racism in the United States is not aberra-
tional but instead is imbued with “ordinariness” and affects the everyday 
experiences of people of color. CRT scholars also see race as social con-
struction without biological or genetic reality. And as Derrick Bell, the 
first tenured Black professor at Harvard Law School, recognized, pro-
gressive civil rights protests such as those in the 1960s will be more likely 
to bring about change when they converge with other interests that are 
differently motivated. 18

Yet, the furor over CRT tapped into a deep vein of white racial anx-
iety about the changing demographics of the United States and in-
creasing numbers of underrepresented students in school classrooms. 19 
Even though President Joe Biden rescinded the executive order imme-
diately after assuming office in 2021, Republican-led state legislatures 
began closely emulating the language of the executive order in legisla-
tive actions patterned after Trump’s regressive edict and introduced bills 
or took related steps to restrict teaching related to racial equity, white 
privilege, and so-called divisive concepts under what was termed “criti-
cal race theory.” By January 2021, eighteen states had enacted such mea-
sures designed to restrict or limit how teachers can discuss racism and 
sexism. 20 These new laws amount to censorship and possible violation 
of the intent of the First and Fourteenth Amendments.

Consider also the impact on the nation when on January 6, 2021, 
a violent mob of mostly white supporters of Trump invaded and at-
tacked the US Capitol in an insurrection designed to stop the certifi-
cation of the votes by the House of Representatives for President-elect 
Joe Biden. Egged on by a speech given by Trump urging them to show 
strength, rioters paraded through the Capitol halls bearing Confederate 
flags, while outside other Trump supporters shouted racial slurs at Black 
Capitol police officers and set up gallows and nooses reminiscent of the 
lynchings of Black Americans. 21 In a speech marking the tenth anni-
versary of the Martin Luther King Jr. memorial in Washington, DC, 
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on October 21, 2021, President Biden stated, “The violent, deadly in-
surrection on the Capitol nine months ago, it was about white suprem-
acy, in my opinion.” 22

Following violent episodes such as the attack on the Capitol, Dom i-
nic, a Latinx male contingent sociology faculty member at a southwest-
ern university, described how he has had to pull back and exercise more 
care about what he says in the classroom:

But once those divisions started to have violent connotations to them 
and even violent manifestations like we saw on January 6, I started 
self-policing a bit. And I know that I’m not the only one, especially as 
since 2016 more and more attacks on immigrants in the Latino com-
munity [have occurred] and when you vocalize even general criticisms 
of, let’s say, ICE [Immigration and Customs Enforcement]. These are 
criticisms that I had been discussing for well over a decade. But I felt 
that I was going to get more student pushback, and I would be much 
more likely to receive attention on social media groups like Facebook 
groups; on our campus we have groups that do monitor the lectures 
and of course media presented by faculty[,] . . . and they talk about 
what I talked about in class.

Furthermore, with the advent of the pandemic and the switch to on-
line courses recorded on Zoom and other media, the content of lectures 
can be quickly shared on the internet. The rapidity of communication 
on social media platforms can create an immediate backlash when dis-
cussions in class are taken out of context. In this regard, Dominic ex-
plains how student and alumni groups on and off campus have connec-
tions with powerful individuals in the university hierarchy all the way 
up to the chancellor and that comments and discussions can be quickly 
magnified or distorted. As a result, Dominic must consider carefully is-
sues he chooses to address in the classroom even when he expects that 
students might benefit from more robust discussions. As he explains,
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These are students and alumni, and just with the, as they call it, “con-
cerned citizens,” . . . are very aware of what we are discussing, and the 
unfortunate reality is that these groups do have the ears of power-
ful individuals from . . . the Board of Regents even all the way up to 
the chancellor’s office, and it would be silly of me to think that that’s 
not the case. So, for example, . . . we moved our classes online last 
year, and I was recording them and then posting them online, very 
exposed. . . . It felt like . . . these people . . . aren’t looking to contex-
tualize what I’m saying into a larger story or the whole class. They’ll 
see one piece of one lecture and be like “clearly this guy is unfit; he’s 
just an example of why we need to get rid of [him],” and it snowballs.

As a result, given his minoritized status and lack of tenure protection, 
Dominic has had to avoid discussion of controversial issues that could 
jeopardize his employment even when he believes that such discussions 
could benefit the students:

And the problem is that even though I know that it’s pedagogically 
sound and it could be beneficial to the students, I will not do it be-
cause I fear the potential backlash that could come my way. I fear that 
part of it is because I am an instructional faculty member — I don’t 
have the protection of tenure — but also because people will hear my 
name . . . [and] they’ll know that I’m a Latino professor, they’ll know 
that I am a sociology professor, and even people that can’t even spell 

“sociology” will be like “you know those people,” and they’ll combine 
it with a phrase I put out there or a word I said, and that’s it. It doesn’t 
need to go any farther than that [and] becomes the story. And I can 
easily be dismissed because I have no ultimate protection here.

Similarly, Justin, the Black male clinical professor in an elite private 
university cited earlier, indicates that since the election of Donald Trump, 
he has had to be more on his guard in the classroom because of what 
he calls a “deterioration” in the environment. This claustrophobic atmo-
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sphere has led Justin for the first time to describe a situation in which 
he now feels that he can’t breathe. As he indicates, “I’ve never felt that 
I couldn’t breathe, until now. . . . It’s a constant weathering that’s occur-
ring.” The stifling effect of the current national atmosphere has affected 
his creativity and even his desire to write about what he is experiencing 
because he is living it. Justin describes the administrative warning sent 
out by his previous dean right after Trump’s election that made “the tides 
become rougher” in the classroom:

It was right after the election of Trump that we received emails from our 
previous dean. . . . In class discussions, we have to become more open to 
conservative viewpoints and to allow conservatives to feel comfortable 
within the classroom. And it created this whole conversation of “well, 
that’s what we do anyway for all people, but we also challenge individ-
uals who may have . . . false narratives or false states with empirical re-
search or with facts, just facts.” And we were getting this pushback: “Be 
careful. They deserve space to be heard.” So, even if they’re talking about 
the eradication of immigrants from our country, do we allow that space?

Given the highly contentious climate for diversity, minoritized con-
tingent faculty have experienced a chill and a reverberation emanat-
ing from national and state developments. Take, for example, the veri-
table tsunami of measures rapidly introduced by Republican governor 
Ron DeSantis and the highly conservative Republican legislature in 
Florida to ban the teaching of CRT and diversity-related concepts in 
public schools and defund DEI programs in public colleges and univer-
sities. DeSantis has criticized what he terms “the woke class” in which 
he believes students learn to hate each other, 23 and both he and the leg-
islature have evinced clear hostility to diversity. First, in June 2021 the 
Florida Board of Education banned the teaching of CRT from public 
school classrooms. DeSantis appeared at the board meeting by video to 
encourage the members, many of whom were his appointees, to take this 
measure that he indicated would provide students with facts rather than 
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“trying to indoctrinate them with ideology.” 24 Then in September 2021, 
Representative Randy Fine from Palm Bay introduced House Bill 57 ti-
tled “Racial and Sexual Discrimination,” a wide-ranging legislative effort 
patterned after Trump’s Executive Order 13950 designed to curtail di-
versity, inclusion, and critical race-related training that espouses certain 
concepts in all public and state institutions. 25 The bill later died, however, 
in the Education and Employment Committee in 2022.

Not content with the broad language of House Bill 57, Governor 
DeSantis introduced sweeping legislation called “Stop the Wrongs 
to Our Kids and Employees” and dubbed the “Stop WOKE Act” in 
December 2021. This bill, signed by DeSantis in April 2022, allows par-
ents to sue schools for teaching CRT and prevents school funding for 
consultants connected to CRT. This bill was modeled after the Texas an-
tiabortion law allowing private citizens to sue anyone who assists in an 
abortion after six weeks. The Florida legislation also precludes staff from 
taking antiracist therapy or training. Remarkably, when introducing his 
bill, DeSantis quoted Reverend Martin Luther King’s statement about 
not judging people by the color of their skin but by the content of their 
character. DeSantis further linked the push for racial equity in schools as 
a distortion of history: “Just to understand, when you hear ‘equity’ used, 
that is just an ability for people to smuggle in their ideology. We don’t 
need to have those terms.” 26

Moving further to restrict classroom discussions in schools, in March 
2022 Governor DeSantis signed the “Parental Rights in Education” 
law, which has been dubbed the “don’t say gay” law. This law prohib-
its discussion of sexual orientation and gender identity in kindergarten 
through third grade “or in a manner that is not age appropriate or de-
velopmentally appropriate for students in accordance with state stan-
dards.” The vague language of the law could be interpreted to limit dis-
cussion of gender and sexuality in all grades. 27 In May 2023, the Florida 
Board of Education expanded the ban on discussion of sexual orienta-
tion and gender identity in public schools to grades four through twelve 
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unless such discussion is part of reproductive health instruction that 
students can elect to take. The stifling of academic discussion involving 
diversity-related concepts led to further efforts to curtail academic free-
dom in the higher education environment. For example, a the University 
of Florida, the state’s flagship public research university, a grievance 
was filed by the faculty union regarding pressures by academic admin-
istration to remove the word “critical” when paired with “race” from a 
new doctoral concentration in education titled “Critical Study of Race, 
Ethnicity, and Culture in Education.” The associate provost cited the 
political realities in the State of Florida, and in a separate meeting the 
dean of the college of education encouraged the faculty to read HB 57. 28

Governor DeSantis’s explicit attack on DEI programs further ex-
panded to public colleges and universities in May 2023 with the sign-
ing of S.B. 266, prohibiting the spending of federal and state funds on 
programs that “advocate for diversity, equity, and inclusion, or promote 
or engage in political or social activism.” Limited exceptions to this 
law include programs or functions required for compliance with fed-
eral law or for maintaining discipline-specific accreditation. 29 In a re-
markable attempt to placate DeSantis, in January 2023 the presidents 
of twenty-eight community colleges signed a statement indicating that 
their institutions would not “fund or support any institutional practice, 
policy, or academic requirement that compels belief in critical race the-
ory or related concepts such as intersectionality, or the idea that sys-
tems of oppression should be the primary lens through which teaching 
and learning are analyzed and/or improved upon.” 30 In January 2023, 
the American Association of University Professors convened a special 
committee “to review an apparent pattern of politically, racially, and 
ideologically motivated attacks on public higher education in Florida.” 
Following interviews with professors across the state, the preliminary 
findings issued on May 23, 2023, identify a systematic effort by the gov-
ernor and the state legislature “to dictate and enforce conformity with a 
narrow and reactionary political and ideological agenda throughout the 
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state’s higher education system.” The report notes that a central feature 
of this agenda has been the effort to undermine and eliminate from col-
lege and university programs “ideas and information about race, gender, 
and sexual identity that fail to conform to the prejudices of politicians.” 31

The treacherous nature of the contested political environment for DEI 
means that minoritized contingent faculty must be on their guard in 
raising controversial issues that could jeopardize their employment sta-
tus. Even when leaders of color such as deans raise diversity issues, they 
can be perceived through a stereotypical lens as angry or oversensitive. 
Carolyn Hodges and Olga Welch, two Black female deans, point out that

the resistance we faced caused a feeling of being under surveillance, 
especially when people charged us with being too angry or oversen-
sitive, when we were simply offering a viewpoint counter to the sta-
tus quo or dared to point out racial inequities. These responses of re-
sistance and reticence constituted a form of institutional gaslighting, 
suggesting that we had overstepped our boundaries and perhaps even 
insulted their efforts meant to instill diversity and inclusion and to 
remove any suggestion of institutional racism. In such instances, in-
stead of being a partner to that struggle, persons of color become un-
grateful guests. 32

If even deans can be subjected to this type of gaslighting and exclu-
sionary mistreatment, it is clear that minoritized contingent faculty must 
be even more on their guard. The crushing of scholarly discussion on race, 
class, sexual orientation, gender identity, and other controversial issues 
in higher education controverts the aims of academy to foster critical 
thinking and promote research. The American Association of University 
Professors’ “Statement on Legislation Restricting Teaching about Race” 
underscores the dangers of political interference in higher education 
that undermine the mission of colleges and universities and the student 
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educational process. Ideological restrictions on discussion of the role of 
race in US history “also severely violate both academic freedom, the cor-
nerstone of American higher education and the faculty’s primary role in 
institutional decision-making.”

SIGNS OF HOPE?

The breadth and scope of the shift in the academic landscape over the 
last half century argues for a reformulation of the entire talent frame-
work for contingent faculty rather than a merely piecemeal look at 
change. 33 From a broad perspective, one of the first conditions for 
change in creating a more diverse and inclusive workplace for contin-
gent faculty is the need for a comprehensive talent strategy focused on 
recruitment, hiring, professional development, retention, and total re-
wards. The recalibration of the contingent faculty total rewards strategy 
encompasses monetary compensation as well as nonfinancial rewards 
including benefits, professional advancement, career development, and 
work/life balance.

The lack of attention to a significant body of human resources re-
search in establishing equity in structural working conditions for con-
tingent faculty represents a rather startling disconnect. Just as one ex-
ample, Michael Crow and William Dabars’s book Designing the New 
American University (2015) does not even address structural inequality in 
faculty employment or discuss contingent faculty practices. 34 This omis-
sion suggests that the excessive supply of PhD candidates in the aca-
demic job market has led to complacency in terms of contingent faculty 
talent practices by institutions of higher education. This short-sighted 
expectation appears to take the excessive supply of PhDs interested in 
contingent work as a constant by assuming that individuals will continue 
to be willing to work at minimal salary levels without career stability for 
indefinite time periods. But the great resignation occurring during the 
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COVID-19 pandemic that resulted in 4.4 million, or 3 percent, of the 
US workforce quitting their jobs in September 2021 alone suggests that 
the situation could change as individuals seek other career paths that of-
fer greater stability and rewards. 35

Recent research in human resources emphasizes the quality of the 
employee experience throughout the employment life cycle as key to re-
tention and job satisfaction. Organizations are shifting the focus from 
employee engagement to the employee experience, beginning with on-
boarding and continuing throughout the career cycle. From this per-
spective, employee experience is the lever that will impact individuals’ 
discretionary commitment and the willingness to go above and beyond 
in contributing to organizational goals. Ultimately, practices that em-
phasize the employee experience contribute positively to organizational 
performance and financial success. As one survey of public and private 
companies with 1,820 respondents found that when human resources 
functions foster a positive employee experience, respondents were 1.3 
times more likely to report organizational outperformance. 36

The pandemic may have, however, begun to shift the higher educa-
tion employment scales in favor of change. Dr. Robert Sellers, vice pro-
vost for equity and inclusion and chief diversity officer at the University 
of Michigan, indicates that the disruption caused by the pandemic can 
lead institutions to rethink how they deliver curricula and create greater 
alignment between the working conditions of tenure-track and contin-
gent faculty. As he explains,

I am hopeful that with a disruption as large as we’ve had [comes] the 
opportunity to really rethink in some fundamental ways how we de-
liver curricula in higher education, that we will take advantage of the 
sort of potential sea change to do so in ways that are more equita-
ble across the board in a number of different ways. Not only in terms 
of . . . social identities but also around occupations and labels, the con-
tingent faculty versus noncontingent.
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Given the impact of the pandemic’s disruption, Sellers sees the potential 
for greater convergence of structures for contingent faculty with the ten-
ured ranks. He envisions a broadening of opportunities for promotion 
stability and cites the further development of programs already under 
way at the University of Michigan that cut across the ranks of tenured 
and contingent faculty, including professional development opportu-
nities, recognition and support programs, and leadership development. 
An example of this convergence at the university is the implementation 
of a climate survey that collects data specific to contingent faculty ex-
periences and is leading to the development of college and school re-
ports to address the findings. Other examples include a summer initia-
tive on inclusive pedagogy with the Center for Research on Teaching 
and Learning in which the university has partnered with the lecturers’ 
union to provide between eight to ten slots for this learning opportunity. 
In addition, the university has a membership in the National Center for 
Faculty Development and Diversity, which covers all faculty regardless 
of contingent or tenure status.

In thinking about the change process, Sellers notes that anecdotally 
he has been amazed by the commitment of contingent faculty as cham-
pions of change, despite the precariousnature of their positions. Like staff, 
they have the most to lose, but in his words, they “are willing to step up, 
to speak up,” and even “step out in ways that some of the tenured faculty 
have been less willing to do.” Sellers presciently notes both the oppres-
sion faced by minoritized faculty in general and the privilege relative to 
others that he holds based on tenured status. He finds it important not 
to let oppression “become more salient” and “blind individuals from the 
privilege they also hold.” Awareness of both privilege and oppression 
can provide the necessary ballast in advocating for institutional change.

In the same vein as Mark Purcell points out, the academic hierarchy 
subconsciously reinforces the sense of privilege among tenured faculty 
and belief in the meritocracy of the system. Once having attained ten-
ure, one can forget what it was like to be a contingent faculty member 
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who has to worry about employment on a daily basis. Since attaining 
tenure and having left the uncertainty of contingent faculty status, Pur-
cell candidly indicates that he’s “lost that ability to remember what it’s 
like every day of not knowing what’s going to happen next year.” He 
also notes from personal experience that contingent faculty can tend to 
blame themselves for their secondary status:

And I have had several faculty that I am close to, and I have tried . . . to 
reiterate constantly . . . your position is not due to your failings; it’s 
not due to your shortcomings. That person didn’t get that job be-
cause they’re better than you. . . . They got lucky; it’s roulette wheel 
stuff. . . . There’s a whole group of people we’re talking about who do 
deserve [a tenure-track position], and there’s no space for them. . . . 
But what else do people think when they don’t get a job? There must 
be something wrong with me.

In the face of severe budgetary constraints particularly in public higher 
education, Purcell proposes the reallocation of security as a material re-
source that would benefit contingent faculty. Currently, employment 
security is given through what Purcell calls “nuclear security,” virtu-
ally lifetime employment for tenured faculty and provided only in very 
limited measure to contingent faculty. Emergence of the teaching cat-
egory of ladder faculty offers a greater degree of security and, although 
not a perfect solution, provides a viable avenue to help bridge the dis-
tance between tenured and contingent ranks. Such reallocation, Purcell 
emphasizes, would require peer review every three to five years to en-
sure continued effective performance including for post-tenure faculty. 
This reallocation would distribute both the security and the risks when 
coupled with the capability of critical evaluation throughout the whole 
career. As he states, “you have provisions that make you secure, and we 
also have the capability as a group to do critical evaluation of your work 
and make sure it’s still the kind of work that your department needs.”
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CONCLUSION

The highly inequitable and unstable working conditions for adjunct fac-
ulty as well as some full-time contingent faculty have made it nearly 
impossible for many individuals without other income streams to as-
sume adjunct faculty positions and even some full-time contingent roles. 
Recall Viviana’s statement that these working conditions eliminate tal-
ented individuals without alternative means and preclude greater diver-
sity in the contingent ranks. In her words, “Most people I run into who 
are adjuncts have full-time jobs or means by which they can do this, and 
they do it for love of topic and engagement. . . . When you’re looking at 
diversity, you’re not getting income diversity, you’re not getting people 
who could be fabulous.”

The experiences of minoritized contingent faculty reflected in this 
book illustrate the double jeopardy faced by these faculty due to their 
uncertain employment status and the marginalization and differential 
expectations that can occur based on their social identities. With the 
potential for nonrenewal as a continuous consideration, these faculty 
can encounter significant pushback in the classroom when discussing 
controversial subjects that can jeopardize their employment status. The 
conservative raft of state laws precluding the teaching of so-called di-
visive concepts including racial equity, white privilege, and CRT has 
stifling effects on minoritized contingent faculty in the classroom. As 
our interviewees note, the increase in virulent, openly white suprema-
cist speech with attendant violent connotations has created the need for 
even greater caution by minoritized faculty. With the advent of Zoom 
classes that are often recorded, their statements can be amplified, and 
student complaints can ratchet up to the highest administrative levels, 
creating a situation of vulnerability for minoritized contingent faculty. 
And as we have also seen, the geographic location of the college or uni-
versity and the political dynamics within a given state have a significant 
impact on the teaching environment.
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Given the current perilous political environment for minoritized con-
tingent faculty, in chapter 6 we will examine specific policy and practice 
approaches undertaken by universities and colleges that can lead to a 
more inclusive culture and improved working conditions.



6

moving the needle in 
contingent Faculty employment: 

Recommendations for change

Faculty working conditions are student learning conditions.
AMERICAN ASSOCIATION OF UNIVERSIT Y 

PROFESSORS,  “BACKGROUND FACTS ON 

CONTINGENT FACULT Y POSITIONS”

T
he overreliance on contingent faculty as the primary purveyor 
of the teaching of undergraduate college students in many re-
search universities is nothing short of catastrophic for the future 

of higher education. Contingent faculty now play a vital yet largely un-
rewarded role in making the functioning of universities possible. With 
only one-third of the faculty now in tenure-line positions, contingent 
faculty have become the essential frontline workers of higher education. 
Terms such as “academic sharecroppers,” “Uber drivers,” and “Walmart 
workers” now thread the literature to describe the mistreatment of ad-
juncts in particular. 1 For example, Kaia Shivers, clinical assistant profes-
sor at New York University, describes adjuncts as “the fast food, Walmart 
workers of higher education,” with students as “the casualties of corpo-
ratized education.” 2

The devaluation of teaching by delegation to an academic underclass 
has significant and far-reaching ramifications for students and the ed-
ucational process itself. The subpar working conditions of many contin-
gent faculty can limit their ability to address student needs and provide 
a high-quality educational environment. Through no fault of their own, 
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contingent faculty may not be able to share fully their talents, knowl-
edge, and creativity whether in or outside the classroom. 3 Research has 
shown a relationship between increases in part-time faculty and a de-
cline in graduation and retention rates. 4 The precariousness of nonten-
ured faculty employment can impact student learning and success and 
undermine the core educational mission of universities and colleges. Our 
narratives reveal the heavy workloads of contingent faculty, who are of-
ten teaching large sections, grading papers, mentoring students, and 
holding office hours with little time or support for research. Recall the 
story of Gila Berryman, a Black English adjunct at the New York City 
College of Technology who felt like a fraud when teaching her minori-
tized students the skills needed to obtain employment while she her-
self was forced into a subsistence existence on food stamps. 5 Without 
benefits and job security, eking out a subsistence existence through ad-
junct employment sends the wrong message about how higher educa-
tion treats its faculty and, by extension, its students. Most significantly, 
espoused institutional values of equity and inclusion are not reflected in 
such disparate employment realities.

As highlighted in chapter 1, the marked decline in state funding for 
higher education by conservative legislatures has been linked to partisan 
affiliations related to racial identity and correlated with rising student 
diversity. If present trends continue, the budgetary horizon for public 
higher education remains bleak, with state funding potentially reach-
ing zero by 2059. The largest growth in adjunctification has occurred in 
public institutions, particularly doctoral institutions. With 14.6 million 
of the nation’s 19.7 million students enrolled in public institutions, lack 
of support for public higher education disproportionately impacts stu-
dents of color and low-income students. Much more needs to be done 
by top academic leaders in lobbying state legislatures to counteract the 
current trend.

How can colleges and universities begin to instigate long-needed 
change in contingent faculty policies and build more inclusive talent 
practices for minoritized non-tenure-track (NTT) faculty? Surprisingly, 
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John Cross and Edie Goldenberg’s 2009 study of ten prominent public 
and private research universities found that top academic administra-
tors including presidents, provosts, and deans were not well informed 
on the status of NTT faculty and tended to underestimate the number 
of such faculty, particularly when different titles were used. 6 That the 
highest-ranking academic administrators would lack knowledge about 
the two-tiered faculty system seems highly implausible. Perhaps since 
2009, greater awareness of the contingent faculty workforce has perme-
ated the upper echelons of higher education, particularly in light of the 
widespread layoffs of these faculty in public universities.

In this chapter we will share a number of recommendations that can 
create the opportunity for ongoing transformational change in contin-
gent faculty practices. These change processes necessarily involve sub-
stantial organizational redesign, systematic phase-based planning, sig-
nificant budgetary reassessment, collaboration with key stakeholder 
groups, and sustained institutional commitment from the top.

SECURE COMMITMENT FROM THE PRESIDENT AND 

THE PROVOST TO UNDERTAKE A MAJOR REVIEW

A critical step in transforming contingent faculty practices is to secure 
commitment from the president and the provost to undertake a major 
review and work with faculty governance bodies in the process. Consider 
the experiences of Marla, a Latina administrator who served as the chief 
diversity officer in a major private university. Marla left the role, dis-
couraged that she could not undertake, among many goals, structural 
changes that would address the overall well-being of contingent faculty, 
particularly since she found inequity in the way these roles tend to be 
highly gendered and racialized. Marla felt shut down. “The way I expe-
rienced it — I had a clear idea of what I wanted to get done.” But her role 
was diminished into more of a secretarial/support role to other agen-
das, and she was virtually told to “stay in your lane, you are not autho-
rized, focus on the work of the office” without acknowledging that this 
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was the work of her office. As a result, Marla did not have the space or 
support to meaningfully engage in changing the working conditions of 
the contingent faculty.

Marla observes, as we have also noted, that most institutions of 
higher education have a very strong hierarchy that usually lacks ra-
cial and gender diversity. As a result, the diversity office is frequently 
under resourced while tasked with serving a broad constituency of fac-
ulty, staff, students, alumni, and the community. Marla’s vision for this 
work was to create a philosophical approach and policy alternatives that, 
as she puts it, “would end the continued exploitation of the vulnera-
ble.” Since the contingent faculty ranks will likely be the most signifi-
cant area for faculty growth in the future, the need to make sure these 
jobs are secure is a priority.

In contrast, take the systematic approach to structural changes in 
NTT policies undertaken at Worcester Polytechnic Institute, a private 
university focused on engineering and technical education over the 
course of a decade. Initial changes to NTT policies were enacted be-
tween 2009 and 2012 to standardize evaluation processes, hiring proto-
cols, promotion criteria, and titling for contingent faculty. Then based 
on a 2019 report, Worcester Polytechnic Institute’s faculty governance 
worked with a newly formed NTT faculty council and the provost to 
develop a three-pronged approach that would strengthen the working 
conditions of full-time contingent faculty. First, they formulated a ten-
ure pathway for 40 percent of the teaching faculty, proposed long-term 
contracts for all full-time contingent faculty, and included NTT faculty 
in governance processes. In 2021, all three major changes were approved 
by the faculty and subsequently by the president, the provost, and the 
board of trustees in 2021. In August 2021, the first fifteen teaching fac-
ulty were appointed to the tenure track. Particularly notable in this ex-
ample is the formation of an NTT faculty council and work with faculty 
governance in developing a long-term approach to structural inequality. 
A comprehensive change management plan will involve the mapping of 
phases with timelines and expected outcomes for each phase. 7
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RETHINK THE ROLE OF HUMAN RESOURCES 

IN CONTINGENT FACULTY PRACTICES

Because the organization itself and its design have been shown to have 
three to four times more effect on performance compared with individ-
ual contributions, 8 this recommendation focuses on how institutions can 
leverage the untapped capabilities of the HR department in the develop-
ment of contingent faculty talent practices. Colleges and universities have 
not kept pace with workforce trends in private industry that have estab-
lished the value of strategic HR practices in organizational success. 9 With 
the rapid changes occurring in the higher education environment due to 
COVID-19 and increased budgetary constraints, the redesign of contin-
gent faculty talent processes will benefit from strategic HR principles. To 
further mission-related values of equity and consistency in employment 
practices, systematic application of research-based HR constructs to the 
processes of recruitment, hiring, compensation, total rewards, employee 
relations, and professional development will benefit universities and col-
leges in the design and development of a more inclusive talent proposition.

Yet, for the most part HR departments in higher education have been 
overlooked in the development and implementation of practices and 
policies for contingent faculty. HR is often siloed under the umbrella 
of the finance division, an area with a significantly different focus and 
knowledge base and different responsibilities and goals. This anomalous 
positioning of HR fails to actualize the competencies, knowledge, and 
skills of HR professionals in the areas of change management and tal-
ent practices. Unlike private industry where the chief HR officer typi-
cally reports to the CEO and serves on the executive staff, HR in higher 
education is sidelined and significantly underutilized. 10 At doctoral in-
stitutions, chief HR officers typically report to the chief business officer 
(35 percent) or chief financial officer (19 percent), with only 20 percent of 
chief HR officers reporting directly to the president/chancellor. This pat-
tern is largely similar at master’s and baccalaureate institutions. 11 These 
reporting relationships have basically not shifted over the last decade.
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In most colleges and universities, HR’s areas of responsibility center 
exclusively on staff functions with the exception of benefits, retirement, 
certain aspects of faculty professional development, and payroll. While 
the provost’s office may contain an academic personnel unit, this unit 
typically focuses specifically on promotion and tenure processes, faculty 
labor relations and negotiation, position control, budget, and academi-
cally related payroll functions. Based on its current focus and portfolio 
of responsibilities, HR is often viewed as a more bureaucratic, transac-
tionally oriented organization rather than as consultants and facilitators. 
In some cases, HR’s role in regulatory issues and policy compliance has 
overshadowed its role as strategic partner. Further, HR professionals can 
be viewed by academicians as lacking the knowledge, professional ex-
pertise, and competencies needed for faculty functions. 12

An extensive body of research developed through seven global rounds 
of data gathering by Dave Ulrich, Wayne Brockbank, and other schol-
ars at the University of Michigan indicates that the evolution of a stra-
tegic HR architecture requires four critical factors: alignment with mis-
sion and stakeholder needs, development of strategic HR competencies, 
creation and realization of organizational capabilities, and a design and 
structure that serve organizational needs. 13

Let us consider these factors individually and their implications for 
HR in the implementation of inclusive contingent employment prac-
tices. First, alignment with academic mission and stakeholder needs 
involves a repositioning of HR within the institution to ensure that 
HR has a seat at the table through reexamination of its reporting rela-
tionship and its ability to participate in organizational decision-making. 
As talent strategists, HR can contribute research-based approaches to 
institution-wide issues and gather input from stakeholders to help shape 
and reach desired outcomes. At the same time, HR professionals need to 
be equipped with the expertise and knowledge of academic matters and 
access to the resources that will help them assume this expanded role. 14

Second, strategic HR competencies that will help in the delivery of 
value in contingent faculty processes include the following: 15
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Culture and change champion, integrating change initiatives into the over-
all culture change process.

Human capital curator, facilitating the flow of talent through the career 
cycle. Given the decentralized nature of many employment processes, 
HR can create value in its work with divisions and departments to 
maximize talent capacity.

Total rewards steward, promoting equity and well-being through finan-
cial and nonfinancial rewards including compensation, benefits, pro-
fessional development, recognition programs, and work/life and well- 
being initiatives.

These three strategic competencies each necessarily involve DEI in their 
realization.

Organizational capabilities represent the collective abilities of an or-
ganization to implement its strategy and create value for its stakehold-
ers. These capabilities differentiate and define the identity of an organi-
zation, since they permeate organizational culture. Based on 2016 data, 
Ulrich and others have identified eleven basic capabilities that affect or-
ganizational performance and are grouped in three categories: innova-
tion, speed, and human capital. The human capital capabilities are talent, 
leadership, accountability, and operational efficiency. 16 Further, one of 
the capabilities included under innovation is culture or shared mindset. 
All of these capabilities can be marshaled to support changes in contin-
gent faculty working conditions.

Finally, the logic and structure of HR needs to follow the organization’s 
logic and structure as a whole and its overall strategy. While little study has 
been done on the impact of integrated HR systems in higher education, 
research from the private sector confirms the impact of high-performance 
HR systems on organizational performance and financial outcomes. 17 The 
synergy among HR practices including total rewards, professional devel-
opment, and recruitment and hiring will enable greater alignment with 
institutional strategy, allow for a holistic approach to contingent faculty 
practices, and contribute to enhanced organizational performance.
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The role of HR in the design and development of integrated practices 
for contingent faculty can range from compensation structures, career lad-
ders, and professional development to work/life and recognition programs.

ENSURE THAT DIVERSITY STRATEGIC 

PLANS ADDRESS THE INCLUSION OF 

MINORITIZED CONTINGENT FACULTY

A third major recommendation is to ensure that diversity strategic plans 
specifically address contingent faculty and also include specific initia-
tives directed toward the inclusion of minoritized contingent faculty. 
Notably, as universities and colleges showcase their faculty diversity ini-
tiatives extensively through written plans on the internet, little mention 
is made of initiatives for contingent faculty. Searching for the words “ad-
junct” and “contingent” in many such diversity strategic plans typically 
yields no results, while there are often many references to tenure-line 
faculty. This glaring omission underscores the invisibility of contingent 
faculty, despite statements related to inclusive excellence that refer to 
the values of quality and diversity in higher education. Further, in large 
institutions, separate DEI plans for schools and colleges may vary sig-
nificantly in their focus and whether contingent faculty issues are ad-
dressed. The inconsistency of approaches to contingent faculty practices 
even within a single institution is a matter of concern.

The lack of attention to the disparate structure of contingent fac-
ulty employment is evident even in large-scale diversity plans. At most, 
passing reference is made to strengthening hiring and outreach pro-
cesses for adjunct positions to foster greater diversity and offer increased 
opportunities for full-time employment. Alignment of hiring with af-
firmative action goals is an often unmet objective. To remedy this sit-
uation, partnership between HR and the chief diversity officer and 
school diversity officers will ensure that goals related to inclusion of 
minori tized contingent faculty are included in the formal diversity 
planning process.
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IN CONCERT WITH FINANCE AND BUDGET, 

REVIEW INSTITUTIONAL BUDGET ALLOCATION 

MODELS FOR NTT FACULTY LINES AND INCREASE 

SALARIES FOR CONTINGENT FACULTY

One of the most critical priorities for institutions of higher education 
is to increase the salaries of both part- and full-time contingent faculty 
and, whenever possible, provide benefits coverage for part-time faculty. 
Data from a 2019–2020 American Association of University Professors 
survey indicate that on average, part-time faculty earn $3,557 for teach-
ing a three-credit course, and most adjuncts do not receive either retire-
ment or medical benefits. 18 Many colleges and universities have limited 
adjunct teaching hours to avoid the need to provide health insurance re-
quired under the Affordable Care Act.

While the oversupply of PhDs has allowed the perpetuation of low 
salaries, it is not a given that this supply will remain constant or that the 
quality of applicants will be sustainable. A strategic framework for finan-
cial decision-making in difficult budgetary times is critical in long-term 
capacity building for organizational change. Tammy Kolbe, professor 
at the University of Vermont, and Rick Staisloff, the founder of rpk 
GROUP, a consulting practice, recommend a change of focus from in-
ternal institutional demands to external student needs. Rather than giv-
ing small amounts of resources to many projects, they suggest making 
more significant institutional investments that drive mission and stu-
dent success. In other words, give priority to long-term solutions rather 
than short-term fixes. 19

With these insights at the forefront, consideration can be given to re-
viewing budgetary allocation processes for contingent faculty through 
methods such as Lean Six Sigma. This structured approach, although 
developed in manufacturing, can be adapted to higher education, since 
it is based on quality and continuous improvement principles that are 
central to accreditation requirements. 20 In recent years, given increased 
competition and budgetary cutbacks, interest in Lean Six Sigma has 
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increased and is reflected in a number of academic books and publica-
tions. 21 Lean Six Sigma involves five phases — define, measure, analyze, 
improve, and control — in order to identify areas for possible process im-
provement, reduce redundancy, maximize resources, and enhance quality. 
This methodology relies on the observations of employees (in this case 
contingent faculty) and utilizes cross-functional input such as from de-
partments and divisions to strengthen organizational outcomes.

For example, following the economic downturn of 2008, the Finance 
and Business Services Division of Miami University of Ohio adopted 
MU-Lean as a business strategy to generate new ideas for resource cre-
ation, eliminate waste within administrative processes, and deliver value. 
The vision for this ongoing initiative is to ensure that the student expe-
rience is the most positive. With this goal in mind, the university cre-
ated cross-functional process improvement teams led by the Executive 
Steering Team that provides direction, monitors program metrics, and 
selects projects. Breakthrough objectives identified by MU-Lean in-
clude strategies to increase revenue, improve productivity, reduce costs, 
and improve customer satisfaction. 22 As of the close of 2021, 1,824 Lean 
projects have been completed, with over 2,500 employees trained on 
Lean Six Sigma concepts. 23

RECOGNIZE THE YEARS OF SERVICE THAT PART-

TIME FACULTY CONTRIBUTE TO THE INSTITUTION

Recall the situation at the City University of New York in which long- 
serving part-time faculty were summarily nonrenewed through a three- 
line impersonal email. Similarly, in an article titled “What’s It Like to 
‘Retire from Nowhere,’ ” Elizabeth Stone, the pseudonym for a sixty- 
eight-year-old adjunct, was left in the dark when her appointment was 
nonrenewed at a large northeastern state university after twenty-six 
years of working in adjunct and staff positions. The university never com-
municated anything about her status. Would she have email or library 
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privileges? Would she even receive an emailed thank you or acknowl-
edgment? Would her time working in different departments and offices 
count? Would anyone higher up in the university acknowledge that her 
teaching career was ending? Stone chose to tell her students, friends, and 
acquaintances that she was retiring. This seemed to suffice until someone 
asked where she had retired from. Stone muses, “So, where did I retire 
from? The real answer to that question is that I retired from my whole, 
rich, varied career.” Quoting famous lines from the poet T. S. Elliot, 
Stone concluded that she had ended her career “not with a bang, but a 
whimper,” as her name was rapidly erased from the university website. 
The lack of recognition of her long-term service is not unusual. Stone 
notes that for her it was not about the money, but like many other con-
tingent faculty who devote decades to teaching, she left without “even 
the most basic acknowledgment of her work.” 24

ESTABLISH CAREER LADDERS FOR CONTINGENT 

FACULTY WITH MULTIYEAR CONTRACTS 

AND THE POTENTIAL FOR ATTAINING 

CONTINUING STATUS (TENURE)

Earlier in the book, we described the system at the University of Cali-
fornia in which lecturers can be appointed as “lecturers with potential for 
security of employment” and progress to “lecturers with security of em-
ployment,” a status comparable to tenure but without comparable com-
pensation. The University of California has two categories of lecturers: 
lecturers who do not have security of employment and are covered by the 
collective bargaining agreement of the University Council–American 
Federation of Teachers and lecturers with security of employment who 
are not covered by the union.

In November 2021, a planned strike by thousands of nontenured pro-
fessors, lecturers, and other faculty members across nine of the ten Uni-
versity of California campuses was canceled after a tentative agreement 



140 tHe cHAllenges oF minoRitiZed FAcUltY

was reached with the University Council–American Federation of 
Teach ers. The agreement was described by the union as “transformative 
and groundbreaking” and followed a battle of over two and a half years 
that resulted in one of the strongest contracts for contingent faculty in 
the United States. The contract included job stability for all lecturers 
with continuing appointments who are not on the security of employ-
ment track in the first six years of teaching beginning with a one-year 
appointment, followed by a two-year appointment and then three-year 
appointments until the excellence review. The agreement also included 
a clear pathway to senior continuing lecturer after three successful merit 
views following each three-year interval, performance increases of at 
least 3 percent with every appointment, and the right to be reappointed 
if deemed effective before external candidates are considered. A signif-
icant aspect of the agreement was that all lecturers became eligible for 
four weeks of fully paid leave for bonding with a new child or for fam-
ily sick care. The contract also included salary increases each year and 9.5 
percent raises for the lowest-paid members. 25

BUILD SYNERGY AMONG TENURED AND 

NONTENURED FACULTY TO NEGOTIATE CHANGE

Resistance to contingent faculty working conditions will benefit from 
the collective voices and combined activism of both tenured and nonten-
ured faculty. As Professor Joseph Schwartz of Temple University points 
out, political solidarity across ranks can solidify resistance to the “casu-
alization” of academic labor that, in turn, threatens the existence of ten-
ured faculty and undermines the quality of undergraduate education. 
Schwartz cites the meritocratic myths that can be held among tenured 
academics who fail to recognize that their contingent colleagues — who 
work in similar subfields and wrote fine dissertations at similar institu-
tions — are terribly underpaid for comparable teaching labor. 26 With the 
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increased potential for unionization of contingent faculty in public uni-
versities, the opportunity exists for support and advocacy from tenured 
faculty unions. At the University of Oregon, for example, a single con-
tractual agreement covers both tenured and contingent faculty as well 
as library, emeritus, and research faculty under the umbrella of United 
Academics, American Association of University Professors/American 
Federation of Teachers, and the AFL-CIO. 27 The first agreement was 
reached with United Academics in 2013, just as the Oregon University 
System of seven public universities was being disbanded and separate 
governing boards were established for the University of Oregon and 
Portland State University. 28 The advantage of such an approach to a sin-
gle contractual agreement is consolidated negotiations that address all 
faculty interests. One of the union’s proposals for the delayed contract 
negotiations due to COVID-19 in 2021 was the creation of a “teaching 
professor” category that would grant tenure to career instructors follow-
ing review of their pedagogy and curriculum. 29

Another avenue for building solidarity among tenured and nonten-
ured ranks is to capitalize on opportunities for these cohorts to inte-
grate their work, whether within a department or across the university. 
For example, in professional development and orientation seminars as 
well as on university committees, the participation of both tenured and 
contingent faculty can offer opportunity for information sharing and 
building bridges. 30

CONCLUSION

In a highly developed democratic nation such as the United States, the 
designation of an academic underclass for the teaching of many under-
graduates represents a massive failure to invest in the educational pro-
cess. On a personal level, we have seen the struggles of many contingent 
faculty to simply stay afloat financially while at the same time modeling 
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values of critical thinking and academic excellence in the classroom. 
Many students may be unaware of the low pay that contingent faculty 
receive and the myriad challenges they face.

A stunning report titled “An Army of Temps” (2020) by the American 
Federation of Teachers found the following in a survey of 3,076 contin-
gent faculty respondents in both two- and four-year institutions:

• One-third of the respondents earn less than $25,000 and fall be-
low the poverty line for a family of four.

• Another third earn below $50,000 annually.
• Less than half have access to health insurance from their employer.
• Forty-one percent struggle with job insecurity, placing them below 

the federal poverty guideline for a family of four.
• Only 15 percent report that they can cover monthly expenses with-

out difficulty.

Although most have been teaching more than ten years, 71.8 percent of 
respondents only have a contract for an academic term, leaving them in 
a state of constant anxiety about renewal. 31

For minoritized contingent faculty, the double marginalization we 
have described throughout the book has left them in a particularly vul-
nerable position due to academic politics, budgetary cutbacks, and the 
recent tide of restrictive state legislation around diversity. Our study 
has particularly highlighted the intensification of exclusion resulting 
from the intersectionality of minoritized identities whether of race/eth-
nicity, gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, age, or disability. The 
poignant and searing narratives of our interviewees paint a picture of 
frequent stress around nonrenewal and issues that can arise from the 
escalation of student complaints about grades and student evaluations. 
Despite these many obstacles, our interviewees express their continued 
devotion to students and the educational process. But we cannot rely on 
the dedication and goodwill of contingent faculty indefinitely. Measures 
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need to be taken to improve the potential for the establishment of ca-
reer ladders with equitable pay and the potential for continuing appoint-
ment. The recent landmark contractual agreement at the University of 
California with contingent faculty is a major step in the right direction.

Contingent faculty, whether part-time or full-time, are an untapped 
and undervalued talent resource in higher education. The poet Jennifer 
Jean, a former adjunct, writes of the “adjunct shuffle” and the failure 
of institutions of higher education “to grow their own” and provide a 
pipeline for minoritized adjuncts to attain tenure-track positions. The 
lack of opportunity for career growth, the absence of benefits and com-
petitive pay, and the failure to include contingent faculty in the larger 
community leaves some with little reason to invest in their institutions, 
regardless of the commitment to students in their classes. As Jean her-
self explains,

When I was adjuncting, I’m sorry to say it, but I gave into despair. I 
absolutely love to teach — but I’ve taught at eight different universi-
ties and came to see them as interchangeable — just as they saw each 
body in “the adjunct pool” as interchangeable. As far as academia goes, 
it may be too late for me. But not for others — not for those just com-
ing up in the world. 32

It is still not too late to reconfigure contingent faculty working con-
ditions, build more inclusive environments for minoritized contin-
gent faculty, and ensure that employment equity is a grounding prin-
ciple in higher education. If higher education is to serve as a bulwark 
of American democracy, it cannot ignore the inequitable treatment of 
a major segment of its faculty. To do so would be to undercut funda-
mental educational purposes in terms of student learning outcomes, re-
search excellence, and service to the larger community. Tiffany Kraft, an 
activist and longtime adjunct, sums up the perils of the stigma of con-
tingent faculty status:
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I am stuck in a spiraling cycle, afraid to lose what little seniority I have 
as an affiliate adjunct, and I am stretched thin juggling heavy course 
loads, which makes it hard to look for work elsewhere or dig my way 
out this hole through publishing. . . . This stigma needs to change.

I can’t say I’ve ever met a complacent adjunct, but I have met sev eral 
who, like me, have both front and back burners on high. Sometimes I 
wonder how long I can sustain the workload without burning out or 
boiling over. Even after a decade of extreme adjuncting, what I find 
most oppressive is not the workload itself, but the cyclical fear of un-
employment without benefits. 33

Going forward, the imminent challenge to university and college ad-
ministrations even in difficult budgetary times is to foreground student 
learning outcomes and fundamentally restructure contingent faculty 
practices in order to model and institutionalize organizational justice 
undergirded by the values of equity, diversity, and inclusion.



APPENDIX

Profile of Survey Respondents

OF THE TWENTY INTERVIEWEES, EIGHTEEN ARE CURRENTLY EMPLOYED AS 

contingent faculty members, while one former contingent faculty mem-
ber is now a full-time tenured faculty member. Six currently hold adjunct 
appointments, and all but three contingent faculty work in doctoral re-
search universities. Two respondents serve or have served as diversity of-
ficers, with one now holding a lecturer appointment. Fifteen of the in-
dividuals interviewed hold a PhD, and the remaining five hold master’s 
degrees as the terminal degree. All but three of the respondents chose 
to remain anonymous and use pseudonyms.

The survey sample included individuals in all geographic areas in-
cluding seven in the East, six in the Midwest, five in the West, one in 
the South, and one in the Southwest. The racial/ethnic representation 
of the interviewees is five white, two Latinx, seven Black, five Asian or 
Asian American, and one biracial. There were six male respondents, thir-
teen females, and one transgender female.

Table A.1 that follows lists presents the profiles of our survey respon-
dents. Due to the need to protect confidentiality, we only provide gen-
eral information about each respondent.
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