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John W. Curtis is AAUP Director of Research and Public Policy. He directs the Association’s
annual Faculty Compensation Survey, and pursues a research agenda on topics of importance to
faculty and higher education: the increasing use of contingent faculty, gender equity issues, and
trends in institutional budget allocation to instruction. Dr. Curtis also directs the AAUP
government relations program. He holds a Ph.D. in sociology from Johns Hopkins University
and has worked at colleges and universities in the United States, Germany, and Kenya.

Monica F. Jacobe is Research Fellow for Contingent Faculty Issues at AAUP and a doctoral
student in English at The Catholic University of America. She has been a contingent faculty
member in a number of categories described in this report at educational institutions around
Washington, DC, and served contingent faculty in departmental and university governance during
her time at American University.

AAUP Statements and Reports on Contingent Faculty

For nearly four decades, the AAUP has been actively confronting the issues surrounding the
growing use of contingent faculty appointments in higher education. Association policy state-
ments and reports issued during that time are listed here:

Report of the Special Committee on Academic Personnel Ineligible for Tenure (1969)
Part-Time Faculty Series: A series of articles published in 1978 and 1979 with funding
support from the Ford Foundation, on the working conditions and compensation of part-
time faculty.
The Status of Part-Time Faculty (1980)
On Full-Time Non-Tenure-Track Appointments (1986)
The Status of Non-Tenure-Track Faculty (1993)
Contingent Appointments and the Academic Profession (2003) includes the following
statements:

“Academic freedom is a fundamental characteristic of higher education, necessary to
preserve an independent forum for free inquiry and expression, and essential to the
mission of higher education to serve the common good. This report examines the costs to
academic freedom incurred by the current trend toward overreliance on part- and full-time
non-tenure-track faculty.”

“Consistent with the Association’s earlier statements, this report and its recommendations
proceed from the premise that faculty in higher education must have academic freedom
protected by academic due process. It emphasizes the importance of preserving for all
faculty the integrity of the profession, founded on the interaction of research, teaching,
and service….”

From AAUP Policy Documents and Reports (Tenth Edition, 2006), p. 98.
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For some time, observers of higher educa-
tion have noted a dramatic shift in the employ-
ment of college and university faculty in the
United States. Where formerly most faculty were
employed full time and held appointments that
either provided the academic freedom and eco-
nomic security of tenure or would lead to con-
sideration for that status, the most rapid growth
in recent years has been in two categories of con-
tingent faculty appointments: part-time positions
generally limited to a single course for a single
academic term, and full-time fixed-term posi-
tions, most often for one to three years of em-
ployment that do not lead to consideration for
tenure. In this same period, the use of graduate

student instructors has further decreased the num-
ber of students being taught by traditional ten-
ure-line faculty,1 although national data on ac-
tual teaching loads are not available. Taken to-
gether, these changes in the nature of faculty
employment and faculty work have created a pre-
dominantly contingent faculty across the acad-
emy. In fall 2003, according to data tabulated by
the US Department of Education, individuals
employed in these two faculty categories ac-
counted for 65 percent of all faculty at degree-
granting colleges and universities in the United
States (see figure 1 below).

This report provides detailed and local in-
formation on a topic that has been discussed pri-

Figure 1.
Trends in Faculty Status, 1975-2003
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marily at the abstract level: the growing use of
contingent faculty in colleges and universities.
It begins with an overview of the changing em-
ployment situation of faculty during the last three
decades, followed by a description of the work
situation of various categories of contingent fac-
ulty, and concludes with a section that describes
why the continued growth of faculty appoint-
ments in this category is a problem. The text is
supplemented with aggregate tables showing the
breakdown of faculty appointment types at insti-
tutions of various types, and this overview ar-
ticle is followed by a detailed appendix listing
contingent faculty numbers at over 2,600 colleges
and universities across the United States.

The Growth in Contingent Faculty
Appointments
Figure 1 shows the overall growth of contingent
faculty appointments between 1975 and 2003, a
period in which these appointments became the
majority of all faculty positions at degree-grant-
ing colleges and universities.

During this period, full-time tenured posi-
tions declined from 37 percent of all faculty po-
sitions to only 24 percent. This occurred during
a time of overall growth in faculty numbers, but
one in which contingent appointments grew
much more rapidly than tenure-line positions. In
fact, the actual number of full-time tenured fac-
ulty positions declined by more than 2,000 be-
tween 1995 and 2003. Perhaps even more strik-
ingly, the proportion of full-time tenure-track
positions declined from 20 percent to 11 percent
during this period. As Schuster and Finkelstein
have documented, the majority of new hires for
full-time faculty from 1993 through 2005 were
off the tenure track—a phenomenon they label a
“seismic shift.”2 This has significant implications
for the future, since the tenured faculty of the
coming decade would emerge from these tenure-
track positions. It appears that the relative de-
cline in tenure-line positions will continue for
the foreseeable future, unless colleges and uni-
versities make a commitment to hiring signifi-

cant numbers of new tenure-track faculty.
Corresponding to the decline of tenured and

tenure-track appointments has been an increase
in the proportion of contingent appointments,
both full-time non-tenure-track and part-time
positions. During the period covered by figure
1, full-time non-tenure-track appointments in-
creased from 13 percent to 19 percent of all fac-
ulty. Part-time positions grew from 30 percent to
46 percent. Thus, these two categories of contin-
gent positions combined represent two-thirds of
all faculty employed in 2003.

The Nature of Contingent Faculty
Appointments
Contingent faculty as discussed here include sev-
eral categories of university teachers and re-
searchers: part-time faculty; full-time term fac-
ulty outside tenure lines; graduate student em-
ployees; and post-doctoral fellows. The central
problem of contingent academics is not the
people who fill these positions, as they are most
often able teachers and scholars forced into these
positions by the structure of academic employ-
ment. The problem lies in the nature of contin-
gent work, its lack of support structures and the
constraints on academic freedom for faculty in
these positions. This section of the report ex-
plores the challenges and problems unique to
each category of contingent faculty. While indi-
viduals in these positions share the common
problem of employment on a contingent basis,
they face very different work conditions, employ-
ment contracts, and places in the academic hier-
archy.

Full-time non-tenure-track faculty appointments
Full-time faculty are increasingly hired into

fixed-term appointments that do not lead to con-
sideration for tenure at the college or university
where they are employed, even when other fac-
ulty at the same institution do hold tenure. Many
of these positions were originally intended to last
one to three years without being renewed; today
they are being renewed with increasing fre-
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quency, keeping the same faculty members em-
ployed on a contingent basis for an extended
period of time without providing them any of the
protections of tenure or the comprehensive peer
evaluation of a tenure review.

In the past, it was likely the case that many
of the faculty appointments in this category were
“visiting” faculty positions, providing an oppor-
tunity for full-time, tenure-line faculty during a
sabbatical year. These more established faculty
members would be
able to interact with
new colleagues or
spend focused time on
a project while in a vis-
iting appointment. In
other cases, the “visit-
ing” faculty member
might be a junior
scholar filling the position of a more senior indi-
vidual absent on leave. This arrangement would
provide the visiting faculty member with an op-
portunity to gain valuable experience on the path
to obtaining a tenure-track position of his or her
own.

This trade-off of experiences toward the com-
mon goal of tenured faculty status is falling by
the wayside. Such “visiting” appointments are
still in use today, but in the aggregate, the num-
ber of fixed-term, full-time appointments has
clearly moved beyond the realm of “temporary”
flexibility to become an established feature of
the faculty employment situation. It is now com-
mon for recent doctoral graduates to move
through a series of one- or two-year “visiting”
appointments, with no real prospect of obtain-
ing a tenure-track position at any of the institu-
tions they “visit.” In some fields, this is almost a
de facto prerequisite to obtaining a tenure-track
position. In some disciplines, most notably in
foreign languages, an entire segment of the in-
structional faculty are employed on renewable
contracts that do not lead to consideration for
tenure, do not provide adequate job protection
in case of program changes, and do not support

the development of scholarly careers.
In terms of pay and physical working condi-

tions, full-time non-tenure-track faculty may well
be on a par with their tenure-line colleagues. They
are likely to have an office and access to campus
facilities and services. However, because of the
contingent nature of their employment, they face
many constraints on their academic freedom.
With no employment guarantee beyond a lim-
ited term and facing a reappointment decision as

soon as the second se-
mester—where a reap-
pointment is a possibil-
ity at all—the non-ten-
ure-track faculty mem-
ber is in a vulnerable
position. Although the
initial hire may have
involved a faculty

committee, successive reappointments may well
be at the discretion of a single administrator—
producing the kind of hesitancy regarding con-
troversy or offense in teaching and research that
limits academic freedom.

In addition to constraints on academic free-
dom, non-tenure-track faculty are limited in their
career progression while holding such appoint-
ments. The teaching loads associated with these
positions are generally larger than those given to
tenure-line faculty, leaving less time for the fixed-
term faculty member to pursue scholarship or
even keep up with developments in the discipline.
Many of these positions are designated as “teach-
ing only,” and therefore carry explicit limitations
on the potential for support to pursue research or
attend scholarly conferences, a real handicap for
faculty seeking another academic job for the fol-
lowing year. These positions, like all contingent
academic roles, are structured primarily to meet
the needs of a department for instructional per-
sonnel, rather than the career objectives of jun-
ior faculty.

It should be noted that a growing proportion
of non-tenure-track faculty positions are desig-
nated as “research only” appointments. Because

The problem lies in the nature of
contingent work, its lack of support
structures and the constraints on
academic freedom for faculty in
these positions.
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the employment conditions of such positions are
the same as primarily teaching contingent posi-
tions, they also create constraints on academic
freedom—which is a precondition for effective
research just as it is for effective instruction.

Part-time faculty appointments
The term “part-time faculty appointment”

will be used here to describe positions that pro-
vide less than full-time employment for a given
academic term. The most common form of such
appointments are assignments for an individual
course section for a specific term. While in some
cases the part-time
faculty member’s
teaching load at an
institution for the
term may well ex-
ceed that of full-
time faculty teach-
ing in the same de-
partment, they are
generally paid for specific teaching units and re-
ceive no assurance that their employment will
continue beyond the term.

Part-time faculty are rarely provided with the
institutional support they need to be effective
teachers and scholars. They often lack offices,
campus telephones, network computer access,
campus e-mail or individual faculty Web sites.
In some cases they do not even have library ac-
cess. Part-time faculty rarely have effective ac-
cess to audio-visual equipment used in instruc-
tion; or if they do, they are not provided with
sufficient training to incorporate it effectively into
their teaching. They are paid for the specific
classes they teach and are often on campus only
for those scheduled class meetings, rushing off
to teach the next course at another campus or to
another job entirely. Since part-time faculty
frequently teach the classes more established fac-
ulty prefer not to teach—e.g. early morning,
evening, or increasingly online sections—they
may not be on campus during regular business
hours at all. This makes it difficult for students

to contact them outside of class, unless the fac-
ulty members themselves provide personal tele-
phone numbers, e-mail addresses, and/or Web
sites—for which the institution does not provide
support.

The part-time faculty hiring process often
makes it nearly impossible to prepare adequately
for teaching. Part-time faculty are generally con-
sidered last when developing course schedules
for an academic term, since they are viewed pri-
marily as “filling in the gaps” created through
insufficient employment of full-time faculty.
Thus, part-time faculty are often not assigned to

specific courses or
course sections
until shortly before
the beginning of
the academic term.
With a matter of
weeks—or even
days—to prepare,
part-time faculty

are not able to plan adequately for topics to be
treated, methods to be used, or the specific needs
of students in their courses. They are often forced
to use textbooks they have not chosen and to fol-
low a course syllabus they did not create. In ex-
treme cases, part-time faculty are assigned to
teach a course after the term has already begun,
thereby losing the valuable first sessions to es-
tablish an instructional environment of their
choosing. Just as often, part-time faculty are as-
signed a course well in advance, only to have the
section cancelled at the last minute due to low
enrollment or to have their assignment revoked
in favor of a full-time faculty member who needs
another course to fulfill an existing contract. On
such short notice, they are then unable to secure
another teaching assignment for that term. These
cases are, indeed, extreme in their impact, both
on the part-time faculty member involved and
on the learning experience of students—yet they
are by no means rare in today’s colleges and uni-
versities.

It should be noted that some part-time fac-

That part-time faculty do not partici-
pate in governance—not even in basic
discussions about curriculum—clearly
represents a substantial limitation on
their functioning as faculty.
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ulty members are actually hired repeatedly, year
after year, to teach the same courses at the same
institution. In those cases, the preparation for the
course is not new. Yet the conditions of short
notice and uncertainty described above still ap-
ply, for there is no guarantee that even these “es-
tablished” part-time faculty will be assigned to
teach particular courses in a given term. Since
they also likely have little or no control over text-
books or syllabus, they too suffer from inadequate
time for preparation and a lack of institutional
support. Cases where part-time faculty can de-
sign their own courses are made even more dif-
ficult by the short notice of appointment, leav-
ing little time to evaluate, choose, and order texts,
much less design a course around them.

Part-time faculty are not involved in broader
curriculum planning and often have only very
limited interaction with their faculty colleagues—
whether fellow part-timers or full-time tenure-
line faculty. This means that part-time faculty
teach in isolation; they are not aware of how the
courses they teach fit into the overall instructional
objectives of their department or the institution
as a whole. Some departments and institutions
do try to provide limited orientation sessions for
their part-time faculty members. However, since
part-time faculty are by definition involved with
significant other employment or life activities, it
is difficult to bring them to campus during regu-
lar weekday hours. Bringing together part-time
and full-time faculty is a scheduling challenge
not easily overcome. And even when successful,
these efforts are generally only minimal and
hardly form the basis for continuing professional
support and development of part-time faculty.

Part-time faculty also find themselves gen-
erally excluded from participation in broader
departmental or institutional governance. They
do not have a say in hiring or promotion deci-
sions regarding faculty colleagues, they do not
participate in decision-making on academic is-
sues, and they are not represented in institutional
decision-making bodies. The few institutions that
include part-time faculty in governance—most

often unionized campuses—represent the excep-
tion. That part-time faculty do not participate in
governance—not even in basic discussions about
curriculum—clearly represents a substantial limi-
tation on their functioning as faculty. However,
given that part-time faculty do not have real aca-
demic freedom, as will be discussed in the fol-
lowing paragraph, there remains a question of
whether they could participate effectively in gov-
ernance even if given that opportunity.

Due to the nature of their employment situa-
tion, part-time faculty do not have academic free-
dom. They are hired to teach specific courses in
a specific term, with no guarantee of further hires.
Part-time faculty hiring is generally handled by
a single administrator, without substantial review
by departmental faculty. This contrasts with the
hiring process for full-time faculty, even on a term
contract, which generally involves an advertised
search and a faculty committee working through
an extended process that includes several layers
of review. Although many administrators are
doubtless conscientious in trying to find quali-
fied part-time faculty to staff numerous unas-
signed course sections each term, it is equally
certain that some instructors are hired simply
because they are known to the hiring official and
available, rather than because they are the most
qualified individuals for the job.

This hiring procedure means that part-time
faculty are beholden to individual administrators
for their jobs. Part-time faculty generally do not
have access to academic due process mechanisms
in cases of dismissal or non-renewal of their ap-
pointments. An administrator who dislikes a par-
ticular part-time faculty member can choose not
to rehire that person, and generally is not required
to give any reason for that action. The hiring ad-
ministrator usually has little other than student
evaluations (in the case of a renewal) and super-
ficial subjective impressions on which to base
the appointment decision, which gives undue
weight to both. Under these conditions, part-time
faculty members are likely to avoid any actions
that might offend either administrators or stu-
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dents. They feel constrained to avoid controver-
sial subjects or challenging assignments in their
teaching, which are the fundamental roots of their
lack of academic freedom.

Graduate student employees
In their roles as instructors, graduate students

may very well fall within the category of “con-
tingent faculty.” However, the categorization is
not always unambiguous, and the available data
reflect this ambiguity. (It should be noted that
we are not here concerned with graduate students
who accept part-time teaching positions at an-
other institution during the time of their studies.
In that case, they would be appropriately classi-
fied as part-time faculty at the other institution.
The discussion in this section relates to graduate
students who participate in instruction as a com-
ponent of their degree program.)

Traditionally, graduate students served as
“teaching assistants” or “research assistants” as
part of their own learning process. In this role,
they were considered apprentices, working with
a full-time faculty member both to provide as-
sistance and to learn more about the instructional
or research process. This mentoring relationship
does still exist in graduate student/faculty rela-
tionships, and in this setting graduate students
are functioning primarily as students.

Ambiguity arises, however, when graduate
students are expected, as part of their degree pro-
gram, to carry out more autonomous instruction
or when the amount of their assigned work be-
gins to interfere with their own studies. In terms
of instruction, it is apparent that graduate stu-
dents in some disciplines and at some institu-
tions are expected—even required—to serve as
autonomous instructors in lower-division
courses. Some graduate students are expected to
teach two sections per semester, which would
constitute a full-time teaching load for many ten-
ure-line faculty at the doctoral universities where
these students are both enrolled and teaching.
Given such expectations, graduate students are
more properly viewed as employees.

When working as researchers, the line be-
tween student and employee is even less clear.
The distinction in this case is drawn not on the
basis of autonomy, since both the student research
assistant and the staff research technician are
working under the direction of a more senior fac-
ulty investigator, but rather on the basis of work
time. Even here, however, the student/employee
boundary is unclear. Students may spend long
hours working out a research problem as a le-
gitimate part of their learning process. However,
when a graduate student spends a substantial
number of hours on a research project directed
by a faculty member that is not directly related
to the student’s own research subject, he or she
clearly falls into the employee category.

As instructors and as researchers, graduate
students’ positions are contingent because their
career progression depends to a large extent on
the goodwill of the tenure-line faculty around
them: department chairs or program directors as
instructional managers and faculty investigators
as research managers. They too lack basic and
necessary academic freedom because they lack
power within the hierarchy and ultimately con-
tinue their work only at the discretion of their
universities.

The data available for this report do not pro-
vide enough information to determine the actual
workloads of graduate students. However, these
data are drawn from a survey which specifically
enumerates graduate students counted as employ-
ees by their institutions, rather than all enrolled
graduate students. The data listed in the appen-
dices include counts of graduate student employ-
ees and one percentage calculation that includes
them. The determination of how best to catego-
rize graduate student employees on a particular
campus remains a matter for discussion among
faculty and graduate students at the local level.

Postdoctoral fellows
This final category is a gray area within the

academic workforce, and one for which this re-
port does not provide data. Postdoctoral fellows
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The data used in this report for tables 1
and 2 and the appendices come from the US
Department of Education IPEDS, specifically
the Fall 2005 Employees by Assigned Posi-
tion data file (as of 8/22/06). This source pro-
vides comprehensive data from virtually all
degree-granting colleges and universities, and
allows for breakdowns of full-time and part-
time faculty and graduate student employees
into both instructional and primarily research
categories.

IPEDS data are publicly available, al-
though the data used in this report are not eas-
ily accessible at this level of detail. One pur-
pose of publishing these data is to serve an
expository function. These data are used as the
basis for policy-making at the institutional,
state, and federal levels. Yet because they are
not generally accessible to faculty, students,
and others, they have not been readily avail-
able for useful discussions at the local level
among all interested parties. If you feel that
data published here are inaccurate, please re-
port those concerns to your institutional IPEDS
coordinator and the AAUP Research Office
(aaupfcs@aaup.org).

The institutional classification used in this
report is the 2005 Basic classification from the
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching. It can be found at (http://
www.carnegiefoundation.org/classifications/).
The Carnegie data file, dated 10/13/06, was
merged with the IPEDS file to produce a
dataset limited as follows:

Institutions classified by Carnegie as “spe-
cial focus,” tribal colleges, and unclassified
institutions were not included in the analysis.

The data were further limited to region-
ally accredited institutions only. The source
for this identification was the Carnegie data

file. Carnegie had obtained recent systematic
accreditation information from the US Depart-
ment of Education, but that data element was
no longer on the IPEDS file beginning in 2005.

These limitations produced a dataset of
2,617 institutions.

The counts used in this report are for non-
medical faculty and graduate student employ-
ees whose functions were categorized as pri-
marily instruction, instruction combined with
research and/or public service, and primarily
research. The tabulation excludes those indi-
viduals who were reported in the “primarily
public service” category. For a small number
of large public universities, that category is
sizeable, and those data are available from
AAUP Research.

The following abbreviations are used in
the appendices:

“Ten” = Tenured;
“Track” = Tenure-Track;
“Non-Track” = Non-Tenure-Track (in-

cluding faculty at institutions without a ten-
ure system);

“% Non” = Non-Tenure-Track as a per-
cent of full-time faculty;

“Tenure Line” = Tenured and tenure-track
faculty;

“Instr” = Primary function is instruction;
“Res” = Primary function is research. (See

further explanation above.)
Names of institutions are as listed in the

IPEDS file, abbreviated to fit in the available
space. “U” is generally used for University,
“Coll” for College, “Inst” for Institute and “St”
for State.

Eight institutions that submitted data re-
ported no faculty members (full-or part-time),
and one institution reported no full-time and
only one part-time faculty member.

A Note on the Data
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become more like contingent faculty when they
spend more time teaching than on their own
scholarship and when a postdoctoral position
becomes a common step in an academic career.
In the natural sciences, postdoctoral research has
long been accepted as the first step out of labo-
ratory apprenticeship for new Ph.D.s. But these
positions can also come with heavy teaching and
mentoring duties that burden a new scholar dur-
ing his or her first foray into directing research.
An increasing number of postdoctoral fellow-
ships are now being awarded in the humanities
and social sciences, bringing new Ph.D.s to large
research universities and small liberal arts col-
leges as half-time or full-time teachers who are
also developing their research careers.

Founded in the mid-1970s, Columbia
University’s Society of Fellows is one of many
programs at large research universities using
Mellon Foundation funding to create postdoctoral
fellowships in the humanities. These one-year,
renewable fellowships come with appointment
as a lecturer or research fellow in an appropriate
department, undergraduate teaching duties, and
time to do scholarly work. Fellows teach no more
than one course per semester in this program but
do spend time planning a community lecture se-
ries and conferences and other events that con-
tribute both to the fellow’s scholarly pursuits and
the intellectual life of Columbia.

Another notable program that seeks to bal-
ance these needs is the Introduction to the Hu-
manities (IHUM) program at Stanford Univer-
sity. Created in 1997, IHUM takes on
postdoctoral teaching fellows to be mentored by
and team-teach with senior university faculty in
an interdisciplinary humanities program. The in-
troductory and general education courses, de-
signed for freshmen, are staffed by two senior
teachers and four fellows each term. Fellows lead
three discussion sections each semester, basing
their work on lectures given by the senior fac-
ulty. These positions include research funding and
support for professional development, although
they are undoubtedly focused on teaching, and

can be renewed.
Such positions, which have also been created

outside of research universities, retain a sense of
balance between academic labor and support for
a developing scholar. However, the popularity of
these kinds of programs has given rise to other,
less supportive programs. Most notably, in En-
glish departments at colleges and universities of
various size, writing fellowships are being of-
fered as postdoctoral support for teachers of com-
position. Despite the title, the new Ph.D.s in these
positions are full-time teachers carrying course
loads as heavy as 15 credits or five courses per
semester. Lighter course loads are sometimes
coupled with more developmental experiences,
like service learning work in the surrounding
community or mentoring teaching assistants.
However, insofar as these positions offer only
limited-term contracts, these “fellows” are em-
ployed in contingent faculty positions very much
akin to the full-time non-tenure-track faculty
whose situation opened this section.

The Creation of a Contingent Faculty:
Ramifications for Higher Education
The preceding section examined working con-
ditions in the various categories of contingent
faculty appointments. This section takes a
broader view and examines the impact of the in-
creasing use of contingent faculty from four dif-
ferent perspectives: on students, on individual
faculty careers, on institutions, and on higher
education as a whole. As noted previously, it is
the nature of contingent faculty employment that
produces the limitations described here, not the
contingent faculty members themselves. Indi-
vidual part-time and non-tenure-track faculty
often make extraordinary efforts to provide qual-
ity instruction for their students. However, they
generally lack sufficient institutional support for
those efforts. And as the faculty collectively
grows more contingent, the quality of higher edu-
cation itself is threatened.
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The Impact of Contingent Faculty on Students
An overreliance on contingent faculty impacts
student learning in three ways: contingent fac-
ulty lack the professional support necessary to
provide their students with quality instruction;
they are not in a position to develop a relation-
ship with students as advisors and mentors; and
their lack of academic freedom constrains their
ability to challenge students to excel. Students
expect the same professors they had as freshmen
and sophomores to be available when they are
applying for scholarship funding, to study abroad,
or to continue their education in graduate schools.
However, part- and full-time contingent faculty
are less likely to
be in the same
place several se-
mesters later,
which leaves an
increasing num-
ber of students
with no faculty
who know them
well enough to recommend them for anything.

This dynamic, of course, assumes that these
faculty interact with students individually to be-
gin with, but the lack of office space for part-
time faculty generally precludes such interaction.
At many community colleges and even large re-
search universities, office space is so scarce that
part-time contingents meet with students in
lounges, parking lots, and other public spaces.
With no door to close for privacy, students are
less likely to open up to these teachers, who most
frequently encounter them in the tough first and
second years of college. These faculty also find
it hard to discuss matters that should be confi-
dential, like grades, academic dishonesty accu-
sations, or learning disabilities when students
most need those talks.

Many contingent faculty, however, do not get
to know their students well in large, introduc-
tory courses and could not have these conversa-
tions with students even if they had space. Part-
time faculty may be overburdened with long com-

mutes between several schools and may even
teach more courses in a term than full-time fac-
ulty members. Full-time contingents and gradu-
ate students, less likely to shuffle between
schools, must balance their own futures and ca-
reer interests, scholarship, and home university
obligations with the needs of students, whether
in a lab or a classroom. For the most part, con-
tingent faculty simply cannot provide the type of
individual encouragement and support students
need as they progress through their education.

Contingent faculty members are also less fa-
miliar with the overall curriculum of the univer-
sity or their department, primarily because they

are rarely in-
volved in con-
structing course
offerings or pro-
grams of study.
As such, they
cannot effec-
tively serve stu-
dents in an advi-

sory capacity, even in answering the most basic
questions about which classes to take the follow-
ing semester. In an ideal academic environment,
students could receive this kind of support from
all faculty members teaching every course; how-
ever, it is fair to say the situation is far less than
ideal when fully 65 percent of all faculty are un-
able to meet student needs because of the nature
of their appointments.

Finally and perhaps most importantly, con-
tingent faculty members are less likely to chal-
lenge their students because they are often reli-
ant on student evaluations for their continued
employment. Because they lack the due process
guarantees that underpin academic freedom, con-
tingent faculty members are afraid of raising con-
troversial issues in the classroom—even though
this would stimulate their students to think
through those issues and develop informed opin-
ions of their own. Shaping those opinions is a
challenge for contingent academics beyond the
limits of academic freedom, however. They rarely

Contingent faculty members are less likely
to challenge their students because they
are often reliant on student evaluations
for their continued employment.
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receive the institutional support they need to
make—much less keep up with—developments
in scholarship or pedagogy.  Overcoming these
challenges in the many ways contingent academ-
ics do to remain informed teachers and scholars
is admirable, but those efforts do not mitigate
the injustice of being forced to do the same job
with less, a primary function of the nature of con-
tingent appointments.

Contingent Appointments and Faculty Careers
Moving from non-track positions into tenure-
track jobs is a difficult shift in the academy. An-
ecdotal reports reflect the unfortunate truth: If
one begins teaching in a non-track position, there
is little chance that one’s application for a ten-
ure-track job will be taken seriously on that same
campus. Schuster and Finkelstein’s carefully con-
structed analysis concludes as follows:

The preliminary evidence suggests that for
the most part these fixed-term, full-time ap-
pointments seem to constitute a discernibly
different career track from that of traditional,
tenure-eligible appointments. That is, the
modal pattern discernible among current full-
time faculty is one of movements among off-
track appointments or among on-track ap-
pointments.3

As Schuster and Finkelstein point out, their analy-
sis is likely an overestimate of the potential for
faculty mobility, since they do not have access
to data on faculty members who have left
academia entirely.

The lack of mobility between contingent and
tenure-track appointments is not absolute; some
individuals do make the jump. And the potential
for mobility is apparently strong enough to en-
tice faculty to accept full-time contingent ap-
pointments. The 2004 staffing survey by the
Modern Language Association, covering
searches during the 2003-04 academic year,
showed that about one-third of those hired into
tenure-line positions that year came from full-
time, non-track positions. That proportion was
roughly equal to the proportion hired directly out

of graduate school into the tenure track4. How-
ever, this statistic is incomplete. The MLA re-
sults are based on a sample survey for a single
year for one cluster of disciplines. This particu-
lar statistic reflects only cases where a tenure-
track hire was made. And, most importantly, it
does not provide information on what propor-
tion of the individuals in full-time contingent
positions were able to move into tenure-line po-
sitions. Schuster and Finkelstein suggest that this
proportion is about one-third, which reinforces
the MLA survey finding. But their analysis does
not specify how long individuals typically remain
in non-tenure-track positions before they move
to the tenure track. In the 2005 Job Market Re-
port from the American Historical Association,
Robert Townsend expresses concern that only 60
percent of the tenure-line hires for new assistant
professors in that year went to candidates who
had completed their Ph.D.s in the preceding three
years5. Again, this is a report for a single year for
a single discipline, and the statistic relates only
to new hires. But it does indicate that the propor-
tion of individuals experiencing a delay of sev-
eral years between their degree and a tenure-line
academic position is substantial.

Neither of these examples articulates the dif-
ficult position in which part-time contingent fac-
ulty find themselves when seeking full-time ten-
ure-line employment. The previously cited MLA
survey indicates that only 8.2 percent of the in-
dividuals hired into tenure-track assistant pro-
fessor positions at four-year schools came from
part-time contingent positions. The proportions
moving from part-time to full-time were signifi-
cantly higher at two-year colleges, but these cases
represented far fewer positions.6

The reasons for this difference between the
two categories of contingent faculty in moving
to the tenure track are many. While full-time con-
tingent faculty have likely served on department
committees and handled a full-time teaching
load, their part-time colleagues rarely have the
time or opportunity to take part in faculty ser-
vice. This puts part-time faculty at a significant
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disadvantage when seeking full-time employ-
ment, which generally involves a service com-
ponent. Part-time contingent work is also poorly
paid and rarely includes support for professional
development, meaning that part-time faculty
struggle to develop the kind of credentials their
competitors have. Part-time faculty are viewed
as teachers-for-hire and treated as such by ad-
ministrators and institutions that value them in
the classroom, but not outside it.  As such, it is
harder for them to transition out of these posi-
tions and into the tenure track.

Institutions with an Increasingly Contingent
Faculty
Faculty are the core of a college or university.
You can find this statement throughout the com-
mencement and convocation speeches of college
and university presidents and in their welcome
messages for incoming students. Although many
would argue that these statements are mere lip
service, they happen to be true. It is faculty who
develop the instructional and research programs
that provide the fundamental reason for the ex-
istence of colleges and universities. So, what is
the impact on an institution when its relation-
ship to faculty becomes increasingly contingent?

The several facets of the impact of an increas-
ing use of contingent faculty on the institution
have been described throughout this report. Per-
haps most fundamental is the impact on the cur-
riculum. Contingent faculty members are gener-
ally not involved in curriculum planning.
Whether part-time or full-time, they are hired to
teach specific courses for a specific term, with-
out significant consideration of the broader pro-
grams in which those courses are embedded.
Thus, as the proportion of faculty working in
contingent appointments increases, there are
fewer long-term faculty available to oversee the
development and coherence of the curriculum.
In terms of research as well, contingent faculty
are generally not provided with the support nec-
essary to develop an effective program of re-
search and scholarship. Even when contingent

faculty are hired into primarily research positions,
the lack of an institutional commitment to their
work translates into a constraint on their aca-
demic freedom and on potential innovation—
depriving the institution of one of its main con-
tributions to society and its students of a valu-
able aspect of their educational experience.

As described in the previous section, contin-
gent faculty are also not able to provide students
with the fully rounded experience that is such an
important part of the educational process. Inad-
equate preparation time, a lack of effective ac-
cess to instructional technology, limitations on
interaction with students outside of class, and
insufficient support for their development as
scholars all constrain the ability of contingent
faculty members to provide the most effective
instruction. Without due process protection, con-
tingent instructors lack the academic freedom
necessary to explore and challenge their students
with new perspectives. Contingent faculty mem-
bers generally lack the institutional support nec-
essary for them to function as effective advisors
and mentors, let alone for them to be involved in
recruitment and admissions decisions. All of
these considerations limit the institution in its
ability to attract, retain, and educate a student
body in the context of a broader mission.

Taken together, the effects of the increasing
use of contingent faculty describe the difference
between an institution offering education and one
that offers training. They also describe a more
corporate organizational model, in which faculty
are increasingly marginalized in institutional
decision-making and faculty work is increasingly
“unbundled” into isolated tasks. Many factors
have contributed to the emergence of such an or-
ganizational structure in higher education insti-
tutions, and they are not all examined here. But
the increasing use of contingent faculty, to the
point where the faculty itself can be described as
contingent, clearly comprises a major component
of a fundamental change in the nature of higher
education institutions and their role in a demo-
cratic society.



16

Contingent Faculty and the Future of Higher
Education
The central ramification of increasing contingent
faculty appointments in higher education is the
diminution of the faculty voice. The nature of
contingent employment prevents these teachers
from helping to shape the academy as a whole
and curricula at their individual institutions, and
they are now the majority of faculty nationwide.
The shrinking ranks of tenured and tenure-track
faculty must share the weight of institutional ser-
vice among fewer eligible individuals and wield
a correspondingly weaker collective voice. This
situation is first and foremost the result of the
lack of academic freedom for contingent faculty
and the justifiable fear many of these faculty
members have about challenging the status quo
and losing their already tenuous positions. How-
ever, the nature of contingent faculty work itself
is also to blame. Contingent faculty members are
either short-term employees tasked with heavy
course loads at one or more institutions, or longer
term employees who are allowed only limited
participation in the academic community around
them. Faculty voice and power in higher educa-
tion are being diminished by contingency and
may be stifled entirely if these trends continue
unabated.

The impact of an overreliance on contingent
faculty is not limited to faculty members them-
selves; the shift to contingency ultimately endan-
gers both teaching and research. Institutions are
asking teachers and researchers to commit to
them, their mission, and their students without
providing an institutional commitment to their
faculty employees in return. Carried to its ex-
treme, this paradigm forces all faculty into a situ-
ation where the free interplay of teaching and
research is constrained, where individuals must
focus on the work valued by the institution sim-
ply to remain employed. This development may
seem far off to some, but contingent faculty al-
ready experience it. The nature of contingent
employment is stark: an exchange of constrained
teaching for minimal pay. The scholarship or

collegial participation in shared governance of
these faculty members is not of concern to the
institution, and if fully 65 percent of the current
academic workforce is employed in this way, the
other 35 percent cannot be far behind.

The informed teacher-scholar is central to the
values of American higher education. Maintain-
ing an academic workforce where faculty are
valued for their contributions in and out of the
classroom, and then rewarded for those contri-
butions with the security and freedom of tenure,
is fundamental to the system itself. In the end,
those who benefit are not teachers and research-
ers ensconced in ivory towers. The beneficiaries
are the students who learn from faculty who are
provided with the tools to guide, challenge, and
support them through their education. Without
such faculty, higher education cannot remain the
vital institution it has become in American soci-
ety.

Notes
1 This report will use the term “tenure-line” to include both
full-time faculty with tenure and those on the tenure track.
2 Jack H. Schuster and Martin J. Finkelstein, The American
Faculty: The Restructuring of Academic Work and Careers.
Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006. Fig-
ure 7.1, pp. 194-5. The authors also added figures for 2005
during a presentation at the annual meeting of the Associa-
tion for the Study of Higher Education, Anaheim, California,
in November 2006.
3 Schuster and Finkelstein, p. 222. Emphasis in original.
4 David Laurence. “Report on the MLA’s 2004 Survey of
Hiring Departments.” ADE Bulletin, No. 138-39, Fall 2005–
Spring 2006. Available at http://www.ade.org/reports/
hiring_survey2004.htm.
5 Robert B. Townsend, “Job Market Report 2005: Signs of
Improvement?” Perspectives, Issue  44, Volume 1, January
2006.
6 Laurence.
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AAUP Contingent Faculty Index 2006
Table 2. Faculty Employment Status, by Institutional Category and Control, Fall 2005

No.
Inst Tenured

Tenure-
Track

Non-
Track

% Non-
Track

Doctoral and Research Universities
Public 166 89,398 34,525 41,830 25.2 51,048 23.5 42.8
Private 107 29,883 12,130 16,264 27.9 34,266 37.0 54.6
For-Profit 7 0 0 275 100.0 9,269 97.1 100.0
Total 280 119,281 46,655 59,669 26.4 94,583 29.5 48.2

Master's Degree Universities
Public 262 45,292 22,875 17,082 20.0 50,571 37.2 49.8
Private 364 20,118 11,137 14,552 31.8 49,801 52.1 67.3
For-Profit 33 0 0 1,787 100.0 23,665 93.0 100.0
Total 659 65,410 34,012 31,909 24.3 124,037 48.6 61.1

Baccalaureate Colleges
Public 118 7,375 3,986 2,784 19.7 9,495 40.2 51.9
Private 484 18,142 9,524 11,268 28.9 19,357 33.2 52.5
For-Profit 24 11 0 608 98.2 3,405 84.6 99.7
Total 626 25,502 13,502 15,702 28.7 32,257 37.1 55.1

Associate Degree Colleges
Public 933 47,834 17,559 44,781 40.6 209,711 65.6 79.6
Private 73 168 106 1,337 83.0 2,045 55.9 92.5
For-Profit 46 2 0 1,575 99.9 2,268 59.0 99.9
Total 1,052 48,004 17,665 46,726 41.6 214,024 65.6 79.9

All Colleges and Universities
Public 1,479 189,899 78,945 106,477 28.4 320,825 46.1 61.4
Private 1,028 68,311 32,897 43,421 30.0 105,469 42.2 59.5
For-Profit 110 13 0 4,245 99.7 38,607 90.1 100.0
Total 2,617 258,223 111,842 154,143 29.4 464,901 47.0 62.6

Source: US Department of Education IPEDS Human Resources Survey, Employees by Assigned Position (EAP) file.
Non-medical faculty only; does not include primarily public service faculty.

Full-Time Faculty
Part-Time 

Faculty

PT % of 
All 

Faculty

Contingent
Faculty %

of All
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