The Political Economy of
Contingent Faculty

SECTION ONE

Background Facts on Contingent Faculty
SOURCE: https://www.aaup.org/issues/contingency/background-facts

The term “contingent faculty” includes both part- and full-time non-tenure-track faculty.


Their common characteristic is that their institutions make little or no long-term commitment to them.

Today, more than 50 percent of all faculty appointments are part-time.






This includes positions that may be classified by the institution as adjuncts, part-time lecturers, or graduate
assistantships.
Many faculty in so-called “part-time” positions actually teach the equivalent of a full-time course load.
Over one-fifth of part-time appointments are held by graduate student employees, whose chances of
obtaining tenure-track positions in the future are increasingly uncertain.
To support themselves, part-time faculty often commute between institutions and prepare courses on a
grueling timetable, making enormous sacrifices to maintain interaction with their students.
Since faculty classified as part-time are typically paid by the course, without benefits, many college teachers
lack access to health insurance and retirement plans.

Both part- and full-time non-tenure-track appointments are increasing.


Non-tenure-track positions of all types now account for over 70 percent of all instructional staff
appointments in American higher education.

The majority of contingent faculty do not have professional careers outside of academe, and most teach basic core courses
rather than narrow specialties.


While a small percentage of part-time faculty are specialists or practitioners of a profession such as law or
architecture and teach a class on the side, this situation is the exception rather than the norm



The excessive use of, and inadequate compensation and professional support for, contingent
faculty exploits these colleagues.



Positions that require comparable work, responsibilities, and qualifications should be comparably
compensated.
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As the Association recommended in 1993, compensation for part-time appointments should be the
applicable fraction of the compensation (including benefits) for a comparable full-time position.



The turn towards cheaper contingent labor is largely a matter of priorities rather than economic
necessity.



While many institutions are currently suffering budget cuts, the greatest growth in contingent appointments
occurred during times of economic prosperity.
Many institutions have invested heavily in facilities and technology while cutting instructional spending.
Though incoming students may find finer facilities, they are also likely to find fewer full-time faculty with
adequate time, professional support, and resources available for their instruction.




Excessive use of contingent faculty has costs.


It damages student learning, faculty governance, and academic freedom. Each of these is an educational cost
that institutions incur when they choose not to invest adequately in their instructional missions.

Many contingent faculty members are excellent teachers and scholars.
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But no matter how qualified and dedicated, contingent faculty members are hobbled in the performance of
their duties by a lack of professional treatment and support.
Many lack access to such basics as offices, computer support, and photocopying services.

Heavy reliance on contingent faculty hurts students.



Contingent faculty are typically paid only for the hours they spend in the classroom, and they are often hired
on the spur of the moment with little evaluation.
The high turnover among contingent faculty members mean that some students may never have the same
teacher twice, or may be unable to find an instructor who knows them well enough to write a letter of
recommendation.

Overuse of contingent faculty hurts all faculty.



The integrity of faculty work is threatened as parts of the whole are divided and assigned piecemeal to
instructors, lecturers, graduate students, specialists, researchers, and administrators.
Proportionally fewer tenure-track faculty means fewer people to divide up the work of advising students,
setting curriculum, and serving on college-wide committees.

Academic freedom is weakened when a majority of the faculty lack the protections of tenure.





The insecure relationship between contingent faculty members and their institutions can chill the climate for
academic freedom, which is is essential to the common good of a free society.
Contingent faculty may be less likely to take risks in the classroom or in scholarly and service work.
The free exchange of ideas may be hampered by the fear of dismissal for unpopular utterances, so students
may be deprived of the debate essential to citizenship.
They may also be deprived of rigorous and honest evaluations of their work.

The use of non-tenure-track appointments should be limited to specialized fields and emergency situations.


While it recognizes that current patterns of faculty appointment depart substantially from the ideal, the
Association affirms its 1980 and 1993 recommendations that no more than 15 percent of the total
instruction within an institution, and no more than 25 percent of the total instruction within any
department, should be provided by faculty with non-tenure-track appointments.

Shared governance responsibilities should be shared among all faculty, including those appointed to part-time positions.



Curricular and other academic decisions benefit from the participation of all faculty, especially those who
teach core courses.
Faculty and administrators should together determine the appropriate modes and levels of participation in
governance for part-time faculty, considering issues such as voting rights, representation, and inclusion in
committees and governance bodies.

When contingent appointments are used, they should include job security and due process protections. Contingent
faculty appointments, like all faculty appointments, should include:




the full range of faculty responsibilities (teaching, scholarship, service);
comparable compensation for comparable work;
assurance of continuing employment after a reasonable opportunity for successive reviews;
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inclusion in institutional governance structures; and
appointment and review processes that involve faculty peers and follow accepted academic due process.

The proportion of faculty appointments that are on the tenure line should be increased. This can be done by:




Changing the status of faculty members currently holding non-tenure-track appointments. Individuals
holding contingent appointments are offered tenure-eligible reappointments.
Creating new tenure-line appointments. New tenure-line positions are created and open searches are held
for candidates to fill them.
In both cases, transition to a higher proportion of tenured faculty should be accomplished primarily through
attrition, retirements, and, where appropriate “grandfathering” of currently contingent faculty into tenured
positions. Faculty in contingent positions should not bear the cost of transition.

SECTION TWO

Moody's Downgrades Higher Education's
Outlook
By Paul Fain December 6, 2017
SOURCE: https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2017/12/06/moodys-downgrades-higher-educations-outlook

Citing uncertainty over federal policies as a contributing factor, Moody's on Tuesday downgraded its financial
outlook for higher education to negative from stable. The credit ratings agency predicted that the growth of the
industry's expenses will outpace revenue growth for the next 12-18 months, with public universities in particular
facing money woes.
Increases of tuition revenue, research funding and state contributions will "remain subdued," Moody's said. And,
over all, the sector's expenses will rise by 4 percent, according to Moody's. But less than 20 percent of public, fouryear institutions will see their revenue increase by more than 3 percent. More than half of private institutions will
achieve growth of at least 3 percent.
Cuts to federal financial aid programs or even funding growth that fails to keep up with inflation would exacerbate
higher education's problems, Moody's said. Likewise, the report said the GOP's tax bills could hurt colleges' private
fund-raising, increase borrowing costs for private activity bonds and depress graduate student enrollment. And
federal immigration policies could decrease international student enrollment, the ratings agency said.
---------Comment
Trevor Ronson •
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The tone of the article makes it seem that it's only because of recent events that Higher Education is having
problems. As a 30 year Higher Ed vet I can confidently say that the seeds of the problems we now face in Higher
Ed were sown long ago. Yes - let's fact check the new Prez into oblivion and hopefully kick the circus in the white
House to the curb but please stop inferring that our problems are only due to recent events. Here is a
recommendation - how about trimming bloated administration and the seemingly infinite number of associate,
assistant, deputy, and vice deans as well as their support staff who in turn have support staff. What about treating
adjuncts like humans instead of widgets while administrators collect bonuses in year where raises are flat, layoffs
occur, and programs are closed. Seems to me these "practices" have been in place long before the current
administration. This certainly is not my total list of problems but Higher Ed Administration has more in common
with the current White House Administration that it does with the community it alleges to serve. My institution gets
more than half of every grant dollar I bring in yet they want to provide fewer and fewer services in response to that.
Moreover, shared governance is a thing of the past and faculty are excluded from major decisions in the name of
"saving time" due to "ongoing financial exigencies". Sorry - but Higher Ed is not blameless and when administrators
whine about the US Administration it's only as way to misdirect from their own behavior.

SECTION THREE

The Corporate Assault on Higher Education and
Union Responses
By Gordon Lafer
SOURCE: http://www.nea.org/home/71688.htm
Higher education is under siege by a barrage of policy initiatives that aim to fundamentally transform the academy.
The most visible and most sustained assault has come in the form of funding cuts. Nationally, funding for public
higher education was 18 percent lower in 2016 than in 2008, amounting to a $10 billion total disinvestment.1 In
many states, cuts to higher education funding were made not as a fiscal necessity but as an affirmative policy choice,
often instituted at the same time that legislators created new tax cuts for corporations and the wealthy.
Beyond budget cuts, higher education has been hit from multiple directions by policy initiatives that threaten to
radically alter what it means to teach or to learn in postsecondary institutions. At the University of Kansas, the
Board of Regents erased the notion of academic freedom by mandating that faculty can be fired for social media
comments deemed “contrary to the best interests of the university.”2 Faculty tenure has been attacked in terms that
until recently were reserved for K-12 teachers, with an Iowa lawmaker declaring that “bad professors should [not]
have a lifetime position.”3 In Florida, the governor proposed a system of “differentiated tuition” that would raise
fees on the humanities while keeping them low for business and computer science majors.5 And in multiple states,
legislators are demanding that state universities use online courses to create a four-year degree that costs less than
$10,000.5
These and similar policies have raised cries of alarm and sparked widespread and worried conversation. But how
should we understand them? What, if anything, links such disparate initiatives? Why are they happening now? Are
these the manifestations of cultural conservatives trying to impose a political order on young minds? The backlash
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from families sick of watching tuition grow ever-steeper while their wages stand frozen in place? Working-class
resentment at arrogant eggheads?
In fact, these policies are part of a coherent and well-coordinated agenda fueled by the largest and most powerful
political forces in the country: the nation’s premier corporate lobbies. The key to understanding the attacks on
higher education—and to revealing the bleak future toward which they lead—is understanding the ways in which
these initiatives serve what the nation’s biggest corporations believe is their self-interest.
The place to look to understand this agenda is not Congressional hearings nor presidential tweets, but the 50 state
legislatures, where business lobbyists have spent the past decade engaged in an ambitious campaign to reshape the
relationships between citizens and their government, and between employees and their employers.
The Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United decision ushered in a new legislative era, shaped by the impact of
unlimited corporate spending on politics. That fall’s elections were the first conducted under the new rules, and they
brought dramatic change. Eleven state governments switched from Democratic or mixed control to unified
Republican control of the governorship and both houses of the legislature. Since these lawmakers took office in
early 2011, the U.S. has seen an unprecedented wave of legislation aimed at lowering labor standards and slashing
public services.
The best-known effort came in Wisconsin, where Governor Scott Walker pushed through legislation that effectively
eliminated the right to collective bargaining for his state’s 175,000 public employees.6 Yet what happened in
Wisconsin was part of a much broader pattern. In the five years following Citizens United, 15 states adopted bills
restricting public employees’ collective-bargaining rights.7 Labor standards were undermined for non-union workers
as well during this time, with 12 states passing laws restricting the minimum wage, four easing limits on child labor,
and 19 imposing new caps on unemployment benefits.8 Finally, the post-Citizens United era has also brought
dramatic cuts to education, health services, mass transit, libraries, and other essential public services.9
At the heart of this legislative activism are the country’s premier business lobbies—the Chamber of Commerce, the
National Association of Manufacturers (NAM), and the National Federation of Independent Business—along with
the Koch-funded Americans for Prosperity. At the state level, corporate lobbying is coordinated by the American
Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) and has brought together several hundred of the country’s largest
corporations, including Google, Facebook, Ford, GM, Verizon, ATT, and more. One-quarter of all state legislators
in the country are members of ALEC, but legislators pay dues of only $50 per year, accounting for less than two
percent of the organization’s revenue.110 The rest of the budget is paid by corporate sponsors. ALEC meets several
times a year in posh resorts, where state legislators and corporate lobbyists work together to draft legislation, which
is introduced in cookie-cutter fashion in statehouses across the country. The same corporations that write the laws
then contribute to the campaigns of ALEC-member politicians; fund state-level think tanks to promote their
agenda; and run political advertisements on radio, television, and social media. In this way, the corporate agenda is
carried out through a well-funded and highly integrated network that operates on multiple channels at once: funding
ALEC to write bills, craft legislative talking points, and provide a meeting place for legislators and lobbyists to build
relationships; supporting local think tanks in the ALEC-affiliated State Policy Network to produce white papers,
legislative testimony, opinion columns, and media experts; contributing to candidate campaigns and party
committees; making independent expenditures on behalf of lawmakers or issues; and deploying field organizers to
key legislative districts.
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Why focus on the
states?

level, because hardly anyone knows or understands the issues.

In a given two-year
Congress, only a
handful of significant
policies are enacted. By
contrast, ALEC alone
estimates that 200 of its
sponsored bills are
adopted every year in
state legislatures. At the
same time, many of the
factors that strengthen
corporate political
influence are magnified
in the states. First, far
fewer people pay
attention to state
government, granting
wider latitude for wellfunded interests.
Political scientist Martin
Gilens notes that only
when policy debates
attract widespread
public attention are
politicians even
modestly responsive to
the bottom 90 percent
of the population.11 Yet
if such attention is rare
at the federal level, it is
rarer still in the states.
Less than one-quarter
of adults are able to
name their state
representative, and less
than half even know
which party is in the
majority.12 Apart from
unions and a handful of
progressive activists, the
corporate agenda
encounters little
resistance at the state

So, too, corporate lobbies’ financial advantage is magnified in the states. Citizens United marked a sea change in
state as well as federal politics. As of 2010, 22 states maintained bans on independent political expenditures by
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corporations or labor unions; all were overturned by the Supreme Court’s decision. The first major analysis
measuring the impact of the legal change on state legislatures found that the net result was to increase the odds of a
Republican being elected by four percentage points, primarily as a result of increased business contributions.13
Because state legislative races are so much cheaper than federal elections, those contributions go further. Consider
North Carolina, where a network of organizations overseen by supermarket executive and corporate activist Art
Pope spent $2.3 million on legislative races in 2010, single-handedly doubling the budgets of his chosen
candidates.14 Republicans won nearly 80 percent of the seats Pope targeted in 2010, enabling the GOP to gain
complete control of the state legislature for the first time since Reconstruction. As a result, North Carolina’s
legislature has become one of the country’s most radical; among other initiatives, it has prohibited even voluntary
payroll deduction of school teachers’ union dues and has enacted new tax cuts for corporations and the wealthy,
coupled with dramatic cutbacks in education funding.

What is particular about this moment?
The struggle between employers and employees—and the outsized influence of business lobbies—is hardly new.
Chambers of Commerce fought against the 8-hour work day, Social Security, and the minimum wage.15 An
impressive body of scholarship has shown that the country’s big business lobbies have consistently sought to
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minimize or reverse the accomplishments of the New Deal, starting shortly after it began.16 Yet the shape of the
struggle changes, and we cannot understand corporate lobbies’ aims in the 21st century simply by examining their
behavior in the 1940s or 1970s.
A distinguishing feature of the current U.S. economy is the increased degree of globalization. It may never have
been entirely true that “what’s good for General Motors is what’s good for the country,” as the company’s president
apocryphally suggested in 1953.17 But the alignment between corporate and national interests certainly was much
closer when companies relied on Americans to make—and to buy—their products. Currently, a majority of GM
employees and nearly two-thirds of the cars it sells are overseas, with the number of cars sold in China alone
surpassing the U.S. total.18 General Motors remains highly engaged in American politics, as a member of NAM’s
board of directors, a partner of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and an active member of ALEC.19 This influence
is now exercised on behalf of a company for which American workers’ skills and household incomes matter less
than ever before.
GM’s situation is far from unique. For the first time, many of the country’s most powerful political actors are
companies whose headquarters may be located in the U.S. but whose profitability does not primarily depend on the
fortunes of American society. Foreign sales now account for 48 percent of the S&P 500’s total corporate revenues.20
Among recent ALEC member corporations, Exxon Mobil, Caterpillar, Procter & Gamble, Pfizer, Dow Chemical,
and IBM all earn more than 60 percent of their revenue outside the U.S.21 This marks a new departure in American
politics: some of the most influential actors in the legislative process have political interests that are increasingly
disconnected from the fate of the country’s citizens.
This disconnect is reflected in the outlooks of executives. Every year since 2011, Harvard Business School has
surveyed its alumni—among the elite of U.S. business leaders—on their views of the American economy.22 The
responses suggest, above all, a divergence between corporate and public interests. These executives are
simultaneously optimistic about the ability of American firms to compete in global markets and strongly pessimistic
about what awaits American workers. The first survey revealed a flood of jobs going overseas—that year, Harvard’s
alumni reported 56 cases in which their companies moved at least 1,000 American jobs overseas, overwhelmingly
motivated by cheaper labor. For remaining U.S. employees, a large plurality agreed that their firms would continue
to outsource work and reduce wages and benefits in the coming years.23
Many commentators have pointed to defunding education as an instance of political irrationality. Why would
American corporations advocate cuts in education? After all, don’t they need educated workers to staff their
operations, and well-paid consumers to buy their products? It seems that today’s answer to this question is yes, but
less so than ever before. Sociologist Mark Mizruchi points to the corporate community’s failure to provide a
solution for the crisis of education as a sign that corporate lobbies have become dysfunctional.24But we need to face
the fact that what is a crisis for us may simply not be one for them.
Corporate politics in the 21st century are further marked by a
fundamental pessimism about the American economy. The U.S. is an
economy in decline, with an increasing number of Americans unable
to support their families at a minimally decent standard of living. In
2013, for the first time in 50 years, a majority of students in
American public schools were living in low-income families.25 In just
three years, the post-2008 Great Recession erased two decades of
growth in average household income. But the larger concern is a
longer-term trend: the dismantling of the New Deal policies that
created a booming middle class for several decades in the mid-20th
century. In the new economy, decline—gradual but relentless— has
become the new normal for an increasing share of the country.
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For the corporate lobbies, growing inequality poses a central political challenge: how to advance policies that are
bound to exacerbate inequality, while avoiding a populist backlash. ALEC and Chamber of Commerce lobbyists are
aware that much of their agenda is broadly unpopular. This problem was particularly acute in the heat of the 2008
financial crisis and during the onset of the Great Recession. Most of the country blamed the financial crisis on
insufficient government regulation.26 An overwhelming majority, including three-quarters of Republicans, believed
the government should ban bonuses in banks that received federal assistance.27 Throughout 2007–09, a significant
majority of Americans not only supported a “public option” for health insurance, but wanted a single-payer
system.28 Finally, for at least a decade, two-thirds of the country has consistently held that corporations pay “too
little” in taxes; in 2015, a majority supported the proposition that “our government should… redistribute wealth by
heavy taxes on the rich.”29
The corporate lobbies, understandably nervous
about managing these sentiments, have sought to
channel economic resentment in benign directions.
The legislative record suggests that this concern has
been embodied in four types of initiatives:
Laws that constrain or abolish the institutional
vehicles through which working people challenge
corporate power. This includes not only the
elimination of labor unions, but restrictions on
citizens’ right to sue for corporate malfeasance and
limits on government’s authority to regulate
corporate behavior.
Privatization of public services, removing focal points around which public demands or protest might coalesce,
erasing the notion that government is responsible for meeting essential needs, and heightening the population’s
dependence on private employers.
Initiatives to restrict the public’s right to vote on redistributive policies, making it illegal for city councils to vote to
regulate natural gas activities such as fracking, police wage theft, or raise the minimum wage.
Finally, and most subtly, the corporate lobbies appear to be encouraging a broad cultural shift toward lowered
expectations regarding what workers may demand from their employers and what citizens may demand from their
government. In this sense, apart from their short-term impact on taxes or government, cuts in public services may
serve a long-term political strategy: normalizing downward mobility.
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Higher Education in the Corporate Agenda
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Recent years have seen state legislative initiatives that aim to eliminate tenure; replace human instruction with
technology; defund the liberal arts; and eliminate the system of public higher education as a public service in which
states have an obligation to provide affordable university education to academically worthy citizens.
In multiple states, higher education budgets have been cut even where there was no fiscal crisis, and often at the
same time that new tax cuts were offered to corporations and the wealthy. In Kansas, lawmakers cut higher
education funding at the same time that they reduced taxes for the state’s wealthiest citizens by 25 percent—more
than enough to keep the university system intact.30 In Illinois, Governor Bruce Rauner has forced a 34 percent cut
on the state university system and, for years, refused to sign a state budget until the legislature addresses the crisis of
the faculty’s “hugely expensive pensions [and] … work rules.”31
Disinvestment in higher education reflects, in part, the logic of globalization. Twenty years ago, Bill Readings’ The
University in Ruins suggested that mass public higher education in the mid-20th century was the product of nationbuilding in which each of the major industrial democracies set out to produce a well-educated citizenry.32 But this
commitment rested on a sense of national identity, and the organization of corporate profit-making along national
lines. As national boundaries have become less economically significant, the logic underpinning this mission has
withered.
Beyond slashing their financial support for public higher educaiton, corporate-backed legislators have been
fundamentally reshaping the academy. In Wisconsin—the only state where the right to tenure was written into state
law—this legal protection was abolished in 2015. Under the new regime, any tenured faculty member can be fired
“when such an action is deemed necessary due to a budget or program decision.”33 In 2017, bills have been
proposed eliminating tenure for all Iowa faculty, and for all new hires in Missouri.34 Meanwhile, in North Dakota,
the state board of higher education recently approved a policy change that cuts down on the timeline to dismiss
tenured faculty: in cases of “financial exigency,” the required notification period has been cut from one year to 90
days.35 The proponents’ arguments are strikingly similar to recent attacks on K–12 teachers and public employees
more generally. “Where else in any other industry do you have … a protection to where after you work … for so
long you’re basically immune?” asks Missouri Rep. Rick Brattin. “That doesn’t exist anywhere except for our
education system, and that’s just un-American.”36
State officials and corporate lobbyists alike are calling for particularly heavy cutbacks in the liberal arts. In Florida,
the governor’s higher education task force—chaired by the president of that state’s Chamber of Commerce
Foundation—called for “differentiated tuition,” whereby students in STEM, business, and other majors demanded
by industry would pay lower rates, while those who chose to study literature or philosophy would face higher
tuition.37 Even within specific disciplines, schools are under pressure to narrow curricula to focus on job skills rather
than broader training. Following requests from corporate law firms, for example, a growing number of law schools
are promoting courses on accounting and corporate finance rather than jurisprudence or the history of the U.S.
Constitution.38
Finally, ALEC proposes to erase the line between public and private education, in higher education as in K–12,
through a voucher system that would allow in-state students to take their share of the state’s higher education
funding and use it to attend private colleges or universities.39 In North Carolina, the Pope Center—think-tank of
the state’s leading Republican donor and Koch collaborator—argues for raising tuition in the public university
system, and using state tax dollars for tuition grants usable at private schools.40
These pieces fit together in a coherent, if disturbing vision. For the corporate elite, mass higher education has
become an expensive and unnecessary luxury. To the extent that university graduates are needed to staff corporate
functions, this is more easily accomplished by targeting funds to specific programs. Not only are the liberal arts
themselves superfluous, but the very idea of liberal education—universities as a place outside the competitive
pressures of the rat race, where students and faculty are protected by standards of academic freedom—has become
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a hindrance rather than a help. The corporate vision of 21st century higher education is simply professional job
training. This not only reduces the number of disciplines deemed deserving of public funds, but also fundamentally
alters the meaning of education. Career training is not about broad-mindedness, critical thinking, self-discovery or
personal expression; it is about conveying facts and competencies. These do not require academic freedom— hence
tenure comes to seem like nothing but an undeserved perk. This is the logic that led Wisconsin Governor Walker to
propose stripping the University of Wisconsin’s mission statement of the notion that “the University exists to
provide public service and improve the human condition” or that “the search for truth” is fundamental to the
university’s purpose.41
Cutting education funding is not simply a means to facilitate tax cuts for the rich. It also serves to lower
expectations for the masses. The institutions of public higher education embody the idea that people have a right—
simply by dint of citizenship—to affordable post-secondary education. That sense of entitlement is itself a danger
for the corporate elite. Thus, the proposal to turn higher education funding into vouchers not only drains public
money into the private sphere—it undercuts the notion of higher education as a public good. Ultimately, if public
and private schools are both simply alternative venues for professional job training, why should there even be a
public system?
Raising or Lowering Expectations
In 1970, an education aide to President Nixon warned that “we are in danger of producing an educated
proletariat…We have to be selective about who we allow through higher education. If not, we will have a large
number of highly trained and unemployed people.”42 Now, as then, one of the most dangerous things the corporate
elite can contemplate is a large number of highly educated people who feel entitled to a standard of living they are
being denied. For all these reasons, then, the reconfiguration of higher education as job training—devoid of
protections of academic freedom, with no need for tenure and no rationale for state sponsorship, conceived not as
an escape from the rat race but an essential component of it—fits the self-interests of 21st century American
corporations.
One of the most disturbing visions of how these pieces might fit together is offered by Yale computer scientist
David Gelernter, under consideration to become Science Advisor to President Trump. “Over 90 percent of U.S.
colleges will be gone within the next generation,” he declares, with institutions,
“…throwing out their arts and humanities departments—and offering better online-education options instead.
Bachelor’s degrees will gradually be replaced by certified transcripts... Think tanks and major newspapers also make
natural certifiers. If I saw a candidate for a job or graduate school whose college education was vouched for by the
American Enterprise Institute… I’d be impressed. Then there’s the big world of tech-intensive companies, research
hospitals and drug companies… [All of these could run] small ‘certification’ departments—in effect, granting
degrees.”43
For graduate students and non-tenure track faculty, Gelernter envisions the TaskRabbit-ization of academic work,
noting that online courses “will have someone on call … to answer phoned-in questions around the clock.
Wherever they live, English-speaking teaching assistants contribute an hour or two when they have the time.” The
groundwork for this dystopic future is already being laid by institutions such as Western Governors University, an
online-only, “competency based” school that offers credit for passing tests rather than instructional “face time” and
that limits its degrees to a handful of pre-professional majors.44
Missing from this vision is any place for academic freedom, intellectual exploration, or a commitment to a broad
liberal education. All these things will remain in place for the children of the elite, who will continue to be taught by
experienced faculty, face-to-face in small classes with a broad curriculum—but for the rest of the country, higher
education will be degraded to job preparation.
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This is a gloomy vision of the future. But it is not a popular one. At the same time that corporate lobbies have won
an impressive string of victories in state legislatures, Bernie Sanders mounted an effective presidential campaign, in
large part, on the promise of free higher education. As we move into an uncertain future, it is the battle between
these two visions that will shape the education and life chances of coming generations.
What is to be done?
There is no simple formula for reversing this sorry state of affairs, and any path forward rests less on smart ideas
than the intensive and laborious person-to-person organizing needed to make them real. But there are two broad
directions I believe we must go in to maintain a humane version of education. First, we need to articulate a proactive vision of how higher education should work, and put that vision at the center of our bargaining demands and
our strategic alliances with students, parents, and taxpayers. Second, higher education unions need to develop a new
set of contract campaign strategies suited to confront the corporate university.
If we face the corporate assault with open eyes, it should be clear that there is no savior in the political class, no
kind-hearted billionaire benefactor, and no uprising from outside the university that is going to save us. It is up to
us—graduate students, staff, and faculty of all stripes—to do this. We are the only ones who can articulate the
things that the corporate lobbies seek to erase from the national consciousness: what, after all, is the difference
between professional job training and higher education? Why does it matter if you have a broad liberal education or
take only career-related courses? What is supposed to happen in small-group interactions between faculty and
students that is different from what you can learn in online courses?
The most important moment for 21st century education unions came in the Chicago Teachers Union’s strike of
2012—the first strike widely understood as a fight over the quality of education. Wages and benefits were, of
course, important elements in the campaign—but teachers also struck for smaller class sizes, more social workers
and nurses in schools, more art and drama classes, getting textbooks on the first day of school, and protecting
teacher autonomy against the tyranny of standardized tests. Beyond the victories that teachers won, the strike
marked a turning point in unions’ own sense of mission. Teachers across the country have complained for many
years about crowded classrooms and narrowed curricula. But too often, their union leaders have responded with
sympathy—and an explanation that such issues fall outside the union’s purview of negotiating wages and working
conditions. In Chicago, issues of educational quality became core union issues.
Furthermore, Chicago teachers defined a clear set of demands related to educational quality. Until 2012, if you asked
teachers’ unions what was wrong with the school system, they could give you a long list of complaints. But if you
asked ‘what is our vision of how the school system should work’ no one could give you an answer. In the lead-up to
its strike, CTU organizers spent a year meeting with teachers, parents and community members, creating a
document titled The Schools Chicago’s Children Deserve, which served as a blueprint for the union’s vision, the
basis for its bargaining demands, and the fulcrum for organizing community support.
Higher education unions, both faculty and staff, stand today at the point occupied by K–12 teachers before
Chicago. No one can better articulate a clear vision for how colleges and universities should run. Are small classes
important? What should students learn? Does it matter if classes are online? Should tuition and debt be capped? Is
study abroad important? Is the job of faculty the same in all departments, and if not, how should the work be
configured? The answer to these questions will not be the same on every campus, but there will probably be
numerous common principles. Only after articulating such a vision can we organize effective alliances with students,
parents and community members—because only then can we identify the ways in which our demands support the
needs of students.
Part of our vision must entail upholding the profession of teaching as an intellectual endeavor. The reigning view of
academics—assuming that the best faculty seamlessly combine research and teaching in a coherent mission—is
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nonsensical. Being an excellent teacher does not require one to conduct primary research, and being a first-rate
researcher does not make one a good teacher. Generally, this tension is dealt with by valuing research and
denigrating teaching. In research universities, the teaching load of tenure track faculty is typically half that of nontenure-track colleagues, because the former are presumed to spend half their time engaged in the life of the mind
while the latter are not paid to think but only to deliver content in the classroom.
Just as the boundaries between academic disciplines, slicing up the world into distinct domains labeled sociology,
anthropology, history, and politics, are somewhat arbitrary products of historical circumstance, so too are the
distinctions between teaching and research, and particularly the assumptions regarding the intellectual value of each
type of work. These assumptions are a product of 19th century imagination and, as it happens, mistaken. It is up to
us—the actual intellectuals who do this work—to reconceptualize our occupations. Most importantly, we need to
create and promote a new classification of faculty, focused on being the best possible teacher, and make it
understood that this is an intellectual profession. One model exists in some of the nation’s elite private high schools,
where students are often taught by academics who were unable to land university jobs. People in these positions are
intellectuals in the full sense of the word: they are curious and argumentative about their fields, read the latest
research, and engage in the same disciplinary debates as university faculty. They may occasionally publish articles.
But rather than being driven to pump out journal articles, they practice the craft of teaching. The most privileged
high school faculty participate in week-long summer “boot camps” located in foreign countries or on Civil War
battlefields, dedicated to intensively exploring subject matter and exchanging pedagogical ideas on how best to teach
it. Obviously, there is a difference between higher education and high school teaching, just as there is a difference
between high school and kindergarten. But this is a model we should learn from, to create positions for teaching
faculty—understood not as rote content-deliverers but as intellectuals committed to the life of the mind—with the
same job security and academic freedom guaranteed to research faculty. Elevating both the intellectual and
pedagogical work of teaching is critical to constructing a positive vision of higher education and enabling us to build
alliances with students and the public.
A Corporate Campaign for the Corporate University
In addition to articulating our agenda for higher education, we need to develop effective union tactics for dealing
with the corporate university. For several decades, academic unionists have complained about the “corporatization”
of higher education. But we have not taken our own words seriously. Too often we treat “corporate” as if it’s
simply a bad name to call opponents rather than an actual description of university governance. At the University of
Oregon, for instance, state funding accounts for just eight percent of the budget, with the remainder coming from
endowment earnings, alumni contributions, overhead on grants and contracts, and tuition. But union campaigns are
conducted as if the state supplied 100 percent of the budget. We lobby legislators, shame administrators, and
threaten to strike. It’s no surprise that these tactics are less and less successful—legislative support carries much less
weight when it provides a small slice of the budget, and administrators are increasingly willing to endure an episode
of public embarrassment as the price of corporate practices. If we dare to picture what it might take to roll back
“corporatization,” for instance, restoring the intellectual property rights of researchers; guaranteeing small classes;
or securing support for the humanities and basic science even if they don’t generate large grants or tuition dollars.
We must develop a different form of power.
Over the past four decades, unions have developed a new generation of tactics designed to make workers’ actions
stronger and community alliances more powerful. These union actions sometimes are dubbed “corporate
campaigns” because they start from a comprehensive analysis of a corporation’s business strategy. Employers
typically want workers to think their only choice is to strike or to accept what the company’s offering. Strikes have
been extremely powerful in many cases, but in other situations (including at universities) there is much less power in
work stoppages, as they do not immediately impact the employer’s cash flow. Further, of all the weapons at
workers’ disposal, striking takes the heaviest toll on employees themselves. Therefore, unions have looked to
develop tactics that marshal additional forms of financial pressure—either as an alternative to striking or as a way to
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make a strike more powerful and therefore shorter. The ultimate goal of a corporate campaign, as of a strike, is to
convince employers that fighting with workers will cost more in the long run than doing the right thing. Critically,
corporate campaigns aim to improve workplace conditions not by appealing to the hearts and minds of executives,
but by making it a rational business calculation to agree to fair terms.
To some extent, corporate campaign tactics may be standardized across industries. But to a large degree, each
industry has a unique set of pressure points. Figuring out how to appeal the tax assessment on a stand of timber; or
how to withhold export-assistance benefits from companies that exploit migrant labor; or how to deny expansion
rights to a hospital that endangers patients with insufficient nurse staffing—all of these things are particular to a
specific industry. The unions that have made the most of such strategies—including the Service Employees
International Union’s engagement with hospitals and cleaning contractors and UNITE HERE’s with hotels and
casinos—have spent many years learning through trial and error the most effective means of confronting employers
in their industry. This is the process that academic unionists need to undertake.
The traditional tactics of campus unions aim at generating financial pressure by striking (and presumably driving
away tuition dollars), or by making public funding conditional on respectful treatment of academic employees. But
this ignores some of the most important revenue sources and most sensitive university interests—including
overhead funding on grants and contracts, endowment earnings and alumni donations, medical complex profits, real
estate and athletics, and intellectual property rights generated from campus research. Simply put, even the bestorganized workforce with the most robust community alliances cannot hope to change the trajectory of higher
education while aiming at only eight percent of revenues and ignoring 92 percent. We need to aim the power we
create at the points where it can have the greatest impact.
Figuring out how to do this is not a project that can be taken up by a single campus. Rather, a national union such
as the National Education Association must shoulder the responsibility for creating a team of people committed to
doing this work. The first few campaigns will be learning experiences, with mistakes and dead ends along the way.
But as we accumulate expertise with what works in the world of higher education, campaigns will get easier and it
will become more feasible to disseminate this know-how among academics across the country.
Like any proposal for how to move forward in this difficult time, this is a daunting undertaking with no guarantee
of success. What we do know is that what we’ve been doing—what thousands of brave, bold, committed and
creative scholars have been doing for the past few decades—will not get us where we need to go. To take seriously
the corporate governance of our campuses, and to be appropriately ambitious about restoring a humane version of
higher education, we need to articulate a clear vision of how our schools should run and what our students deserve;
we need to use that vision to organize ourselves and our allies among students, parents and the public; and we must
use the strength of that organizing to effectively pressure university managers to do the right thing.
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