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The End of an Era 

It's a ba lmy fall evening in Eugene, Oregon. The air is soft, the set· 
ting sun glows, and the leaves shimmer in shades of red, yellow, 

and orange. A murmur of voices blends with the clink of glasses 
as a crowd of professors. staff, and graduate students gathers on 
the spacious deck of a senior faculty member's elegant house. It 
is a retirement party. A longtime professor is bidding good-bye 
after twenty-five years at the University of Oregon. The ceremony 
unfolds as the professor and his colleagues regale the assembled 
crowd with stories of the sLUdents he taught. the programs he buill, 
the famil ), he raised, and the pleasures of his years of sabbatical 
travel. One of the resident faculty eccentrics (decked out in mau,·c 
velvet beret and dashing smokingjacket) laughingly recalls the pro· 
fessor's fierce affection for white-water rafting, and the many, many 
faculty meetings missed as a result. 

As they talk, I pause to ponder the event through the eyes of the 
graduate students in the crowd. Illooks beautiful and soothing, a 
vision of a career and a life lived at a peaceful, gracious pace, filled 
with teaching and leisure, colleagues and family. I wonder if they 
know that the life being feted here this evening is already a relic 
of the past. I suspect they do not. I suspect that they come to this 
pany, and others like it, mingle in the lovely faculty home, drink 
the wine, eat the food, hear the stories, and believe that this, too, 
will someday be theirs. 

Nobody will tell them that they are wrong. 
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The American academy is in crisis. Decades of shrinking fund· 
ing and shifting administrative priorities have left public universi
ties strapped for cash and unable Lo sustain their basic educational 
mission. As Slate legislatures ha\'c slashed funding to their state 
university systems, what money remains increasingly goes to pay 
for bloated administrative ranks, and the expensive dorms and 
recreational facilities that can be used to attract students and jus
tify skyrocketing tuition dollars. A few facts and figures tell the 
story_ 

States spem 28 percent less per studem on higher education in 
2013 than they did in 2008. Eleven Slates have cut funding by more 
than one-third per studclll. and two slates-Arizona and New 
Hampshire-have cut their higher education spending per student 
in half. Graph I , from a 2014 repon by the Center on Policy and 
Budget Priorities, illustrates. I 

To compensate for declining state funding, public colleges and 
universities across the country have drastic.ally raised tuition. Tu· 
ition growth has outpaced inflation for the past thirry years. An· 
nual inflation·adjusted tuition at fOUl··year public colleges grew by 
$1,850, or 27 percent, between 2008 and 2014, with stales such as 
Arizona and California increasing tuition at four·yearschools more 
than 70 percent. Graph 2 from the Center on Budget and Policy 
Priorities demonstrates. 

According to the Wall Street Journal, in 1975, a University of Min· 
nesota undergraduate could cover tuition by work ing six hours a 
week year·round at a minimum·wage job. Today, a student would 
have to work thirty-two hours a week-close to full-time-to co\'er 
the cos1. 2 

The result of these hikes to tuition is escalating student debt. The 
Institute for Coll ege Access and Success reponed that 71 percent 
of the class of 2012 had debt at graduation, and the average dcbt 
of $29,400 was lip 25 percent compared to 2008 figures. ' Currently 
studelll debt in America totals approximately $1 trillion, and de
fau lt rates on these loans have climbed for six straight years. 

Astoundingly. in the midst of this crisis, universities have chosen 
to vastly increase hiresat the highestcnd of the pay scale-university 
administrators such as deans. provosts, and the like. According to 



Graph 1: State Funding for Higher Education Remains Far Below 
Pre-Recession Levels In Most States 
Percent change in state spending per studef1t, inflation adjusted, FY08-FY14' 

°FY_FlscaI yel' 

-<l.1% ='C""'" Alaska North Dakota 1iii ________ 18.6~ 

Soun::e: C8Pf' calculatIOns uslllC data from Illinois State University's annual Gra~lne Report and the State 
Hl&hff Education EJcecutiYe OffIcers Assoclatlon, lUinois fundmg data Is pt'OVIded by the f Iscal Policy Center 
at VoIces lor Hilnois Children. Because enrollment data is onty evallable t!'IrOUlh the 2013 school year, 
enrollment for the 2OJ3-14 5dIooI yelr is estimated using data from paS! years. 

Center on Bullae! and Policy Priorities I cbpp.orJ 



Graph 2: Tuition Has Increased Sharply at Public Colleges 
and Universities 
Percent change in average tuition at public, four-year colleges, inflation adjusted, FY08-FY14" 
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the U.S. Department of Education, between 2001 and 2011, the 
number of administrators hired by colleges and universities in
creased 50 pel·cent faster than the number of instructors. Between 
2008 and 2012, university spending on administrator salades in
creased 61 percent, while spending on students increased only 
39 percent.4 The University of Minnesota system added more than 
one thousand adminislralOrs between 2001 and 2012, for an in
crease of 37 percent, two times the growth of both teaching staff 
and student body.$ 

To balance the loss of funding combined with the added salary 
burden of new administrative positions, colleges and uni,,·ersities 
have slashed educational programs, cut faculty positions, elimi
nated course offerings, closed campuses, shut down computer labs, 
and reduced library services. Arizona's university system, for exam
ple. cut more than 2,100 positions between 2008 and 2013, and 
merged, consolidated, or eliminated 182 colleges, schools, pro
grams, and departments, while closing eight extension campuses 
entirely. During the same period the University of California laid 
off 4,200 staff and eliminated or left unfilled another 9,500 posi
tions; instituted a system-wide furlough program, reducing salaries 
4 to 10 percent; consolidated or eliminated more than 180 pro
grams; and cut funding for campus administrative and academic 
departments by as much as 35 percent.1> 

With fewer faculty and more students, who is teaching the classes? 
Temporary, contingent faculty known as adjuncts. Adjuncts have 
replaced traditional tenure track professors as the majority of in
structional staff on campuses: in 2013 approximately 75 percent of 
university faculty were contingent and only 25 percent permanent 
tenure line. Forty years ago, these proportions were exactly the re
verse.7 Between 1975 and 2011, the number of rull-time tenured or 
tenure track positions increased just 23 percent, to about 310,000, 
but part-lime appointments rose almost 300 percent to 762,000, 
according to the 2012-13 annual report of the American Associa
tion of University Professors.8 Graph 3 from the AAUP shows the 
shift. 

AdjunclS, who arc also sometimes called instructors. lectur
ers, teaching professors, teaching postdocs, or visiting assistant 
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Graph 3: Trends In Instructional Staff Employment Status, 
1975-2011 
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professors, often have Ph.D.'s and scholarly records equivalent to 
those on the tenure u-ack, and leach the same classes. However, 
they are paid a fraction of the salary. Where a tenure line faculty 
membe r in 2014 could expect to earn an average salary (encom· 
passing all ranks) of close to $102,000 at doctoral institutions, and 
$75,317 at liberal arts colleges, an adjunct was likely to be paid a 
mere $1,800 to $2,700 per course for a maximum annual salary of 
around 23,000 per yea r.9 When the hours of required work are 
factored in , adjuncts' hourly ta ke-home pay of about $9 is less than 
that earned by a typical Walmart worker. Sevellly-nine percent of 
adj uncts do not receive heallh insurance at work, and 86 percent do 
not receive reti rement benefits. 1O Adjuncts at institutions of every 
rank often qualify for welfare and food stamps. The number of 
people with advanced degrees receiving public assistance more 
than doubled between 2007 and 2010, from 111 ,458 to 272,684. 
Washington Post writer Coleman McCarthy wrote of the "ho rdes of 
adju ncts" who "slog like migrant workers from campus to campus." 
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"Teaching four fall and four spring courses at $2,700 each," he con
tinued, "generates an annual salary of $21,600. below the national 
poverty line for a family of four."lI As the Los Angelts 7)mes recently 
observed, "The lives of many adjunct professors are ones of Dick
ensian misery."12 

Added to this financial struggle is the escalating student debt 
borne by those with advanced degrees. Graduate student debt is 
the fastest growing type of student debt, and graduate students now 
owe an average of $57,600. One in four graduate students owes al
most 100,000.1' 

Adjuncts also lack access to the basic resources and tools of uni
versity teaching. such as an office, a phone line, a library card, or 
even photocopying privileges. They are typically told of their teach
ing assignment just days or weeks before the first day of class, and 
must scramble to prepare. When adjuncts an-ive on campus, 94 
percent receive no campus or department orientation. I. Despite 
their qualifications, skills, and dedication. adjuncts cannot man
age, with their impoverished resources and precarious employment 
status, to provide a quality of student experience equivalent to that 
provided by professors with job security and full access to univer
sity resources. 

As tenure track faculty member turned adjunct Alice Umber (a 
pseudonym) wrote in her ChroniciJ: of Higher Educalion column ") 
Used to Be a Good Teacher": "I'm not suggesting that adjuncts are 
poorer teachers Ulan tenure-track professors (except in the fiscal 
sense), only that the very limited institutional support so many of 
us recei\'e undermines our teaching; at least it has minco No mat
ter how dedicated) am to my teaching or how hard I work, I simply 
can't do for students as an adjunct what I could when I was an inte
gral part of a department and a university." 

She elaborated on how adjunct teaching falls short, hampered 
by isolation and exclusion. While adjunct professors usually bring 
greal passion and dedication to their work, the lack of institutional 
inclusion means that they have little knowledge of, or impact on, 
the integrated curriculum that is supposed to govern the content 
and sequence of courses in a major. "I teach in a vacuum," she ex
plained. "While I'm assigned classes and (sometimes) given course 
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outlines or sample syllabi, after that initial exchange of informa
tion, I leach my courses in almost total isolation. In my previous job, 
one of the first things I learned was how the sequence of required 
courses in the major fit together to create a foundation, continuity, 
and a discipline-specific education for our majors. That I ever pos
sessed such knowledge now seems like such a luxury to mc."I!i 

In order to survive, adjuncts usually must cobble together a set 
of courses at several different universities. driving frantically across 
the city or stale to assemble a piecemeal income from three or four 
different campuses. Called "freeway flyers," they have no time or 
space to conduct the research necessary to keep their courses vi
bram and demanding, to meet with sltldenLs, or to publish the kind 
of work that is required to get a permanent position and leave be

hind adjunCling once and for all. 
Students (and their tuition-paying parenLs), of course, have no 

ability to discern the difference between a tenure line and an ad
junct professor. To students and parems, they are both "professors." 
The adjunctificatiol1 of the university has flourished as an open se
cret, hollowing out the university education even as the costs of that 
education have skyrocketed. 

The cost of adjunclification for undergraduate students may be 
hidden , but the costs for those earning Ph.D.'s are anything but. 
Adjunctification has openly decimated the career prospects of new 
Ph.D.'s, particularly in the traditional humanities and social sci
ences, where nonacademic uses of advanced degrees are still rela
tively unusual. Thousands of Ph.D.'s emerge onto the tenure track 
job market each year, expecting to find permanent and secure ten
ure line work at a university commensurate with their years of ad
vanced tmining, only to discover that there is almost no such work 
to be had. 

In some corners of a field such as English, a single job open
ing can draw nine hundred to one thousand applications. In less 
oyercrowded fields, the number may be closer to three hundred to 
five hundred. In all fields, candidates grow increasingly desperate. 
They stay on the job market for years, eking out a living by adjunct
ing. They quickly become enmeshed in a self-destructive adjunct 
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cyc1e-adjuncting to make ends meet while searching for a tenure 
(rack job, bUl unable to research and publish enough to compete 
for a tenure trackjob due to the lime demands ofadjuncting. 

The tenure track job market in recent years has been likened 
to a loltery system, a Ponzi scheme, the Hunger Games, and a 
drug gang. 16 In response to this state of affairs, increasing num
bers of adjuncts are organizing in advocacy groups such as New 
Faculty Majority, Adjunct Action , and Coalition of Contingem Ac
ademic Labor (COCAL).17 Because agitation for better working 
conditions can lead to the immediate dismissal of individual ad
juncts, they have also begun to unionize. Adjuncts and other con
tingent faculty have successfully unionized at American University 
and Georgetown, among other institutions, and have been incor
porated into faculty unions at the University of Oregon and a few 
other places. IH Progress, however, has been slow, for reasons I'll dis
cuss in chapter 2.19 In all cases, the universities have fought these 
efforts. Northeastern University retained one of the country's most 
aggressive antiunion law firms to fight adjuncts' unionization ef
forts there.!O 

Despite these upheavals, most ranking graduate programs still 
consider any Ph.D. who doesn't land a tenure track job a failure 
or an aberration. "Doctoral education in the humanities socializes 
idealistic, naive, and psychologically vulnerable people illlo a pro
fession with a very clear set of values," critic and columnist William 
Pannapacker wrote. " It teaches them that life outside of academe 
means failure, which explains the large numbers of graduates who 
labor for decades as adjuncts,just so they can stay on the periphery 
of academe. "21 

Graduate students absorb this value system and judge themselves 
harShly. Adjuncts and those who can't find tenure track positions 
suffer not just from debt and poverty, but debilitating feelings of 
shame and failure. M Robert Oprisko observed, "A substantial and 
deeply meaningful of your core identity is tied to your profession 
[and] losing your position represents the death of)'our identity, the 
annihilation of your self. Your identity is contingent not on pub
lishing or getting high marks in teaching .... It is contingent on 
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being employed, which is beyond your power to control."" Rebecca 
Schuman calls not gelling a tenure lrack job a "cataclysmic, total 
failure."I!~ 

Many tenured faculty advisors in the departments that produce 
all of these Ph.D.'s maimain a studied silence on the question of, in 
Oprisko's words. "being employed." Rare is the advisor or depart
ment that acknowledges the employment needs of their Ph.D.'s. or 
provides hands-on training in the tactical professionalization grad
uate students need to either compete for scarce positions, or relOai 
themselves for nonacademic work. 

That is where this book comes in. 
The Professor Is In: The Essential Guide to Turning Your Ph. D. into a 

Job reveals the unspoken norms and expectations of the job mar
ket so that graduate students, Ph.D.'s, and adjuncts can grasp 
exactly what is required in the tenure track job search, and accu
rately weigh both their chances of success and the risks of continu
ing to try. 

With this book 1 hope to empower you, whether you're a current 
or future Ph.D. job seeker, to understand how thejob market works, 
make informed choices about your career, and protect your finan

cial security and mental health. 


	book
	book 1
	book 2
	book 3
	book 4
	book 5
	book 6
	book 7
	book 8
	book 9
	book 10
	book 11

