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The American system of higher education faces an unprecedent-

ed crisis: half of all college teachers work for inadequate pay, have lit-

tle or no benefits and no institutional voice. 

Universities increasingly rely on graduate students and adjunct

faculty to teach every branch of the curriculum. As a result, there is a

mushrooming group of “casual” teachers at all universities, who work

without job security and without academic freedom. These casual

teachers include:

• Graduate teachers who teach lectures, labs, seminars, and discus-

sion sections;

• Part-time faculty who piece together a living by teaching courses at

several institutions;

• Full-time lecturers and instructors who are shut out from the

tenure track and are reappointed on an annual basis;

This report shows that:

• The percent of part-time faculty has grown from 22% in 1970 to

41% in 1995.

• Universities award more new PhDs than they hire each year—one-

third more in 1995.

• Women and people of color comprise 58% of all full-time tempo-

rary instructors, but only 25% of senior professors.1

The trend, casualization, harms both educators and the educa-

tion they provide because teachers lack a voice in their working con-

ditions.  Without such a voice, they cannot protect the quality of

education by advocating for limits on workloads and class sizes or for

increased teacher training and support. 

There is hope, however. In response to casualization, faculty and

graduate students are organizing unions to give themselves a stronger

voice.  As of 2000 there are 26 recognized graduate student unions

in the United States on 62 campuses and another 20 in Canada.2 As

casual teachers shoulder greater responsibility for the quality of uni-

versity education, they are organizing to uphold the integrity of their

work and their work environments.

Summary
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Universities Shift 
to Casual Teachers

One way to assess the shift to casual

teachers is to compare the number of

teachers who have part-time positions to

the number who are full-time faculty. 

The chart below demonstrates how, in

the past 25 years, universities have radical-

ly shrunk the percentage of full-time facul-

ty members they employ3 and replaced

them with part-time faculty who lack rep-

resentation and job security. Even among

the full-time faculty, many are lecturers or

instructors who have one or two-year

appointments without job security.

Measuring faculty positions ignores a

significant source of teaching: graduate

teachers. When included, they make up

about 18% of university teachers. Part-time

faculty are about 32%. Thus, only half of

all university teachers are full-time faculty.4

These numbers do not reveal the full

extent of the problem.  Counting the types

of positions says nothing about each posi-

tion’s teaching load. Counting  “Contact

Hours”—the number of hours that a

teacher is standing in front of a class-

room—is the most accurate and simple

measure.  Data collected from several

major universities suggest that currently 50-

70% of all contact hours are performed by

graduate students and contingent faculty.5

Everyone is affected by casualization,

but it disproportionately affects women

and minority teachers:

Each year the proportion of women

and people of color in the casual academic

workforce increases.6 While women and

minority scholars comprise 40% of recent

PhDs, they make up 58% of the temporary

faculty and only 30% of ladder faculty.7

Universities have committed them-

selves to diversifying the academy.  But the

presence of qualified female and minority

scholars and teachers has not led to a

diversified professoriate. Sexism and

racism in hiring and promotion practices

force many women and people of color

into casual jobs.

Each measure of university educators

reaches the same conclusion: universities

have shifted teaching jobs to ones that

lack power and financial security, often

hiring traditionally underrepresented

workers to fill those positions.  This situa-

tion has created the current crisis in high-

er education the consequences of which

we examine in the rest of this report. 
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Educators Suffer
Traditionally, graduate students have

been viewed as a privileged class who can

afford to work for a few years at low wages

until they complete their training, then

move on to higher paid, more prestigious

faculty jobs.  Graduate scholars, a growing

proportion of whom are women and peo-

ple of diverse class and ethnic back-

grounds, no longer fit this stereotype. The

increasing reliance on graduate assistants

and adjuncts means that secure faculty

positions are more and more out of reach

for thousands of graduate students.

In the 1990’s, the number of new

PhDs has outstripped the number of new

hires.8

More and more graduate students find

that when they finish 5-9 years of “appren-

ticeship” there are no jobs for them in the

academy.9 There are currently 200,000

graduate teachers, but only 114,000 junior

faculty.10 Every year the job market

becomes more competitive as the candi-

dates who have not found positions in pre-

vious years re-enter the market.

Since most doctoral candidates serve

as graduate teachers, the more PhD candi-

dates there are, the more graduate teachers

there are.  And the more graduate teach-

ers there are, the fewer faculty a university

needs for teaching undergraduates.

The reliance on casual teachers has

increased significance for international

students.  The university is often the only

employer allowed by their visa, yet fre-

quently the university does not provide

access to affordable housing and family

healthcare for its casual teachers.

As we have previously shown, casual-

ization disproportionately harms women

and people of color. Academic positions

with good pay and job security still over-

whelmingly go to white men.  The chart

below shows how men continued to occu-

py the vast majority of tenure-track faculty

jobs in 1995.11

Women’s later access to higher educa-

tion does not account for the disparity in

job placement:

• In 1986, women earned 26% of PhDs

in science and engineering, increasing

to over 30% by 1994. Yet in 1995, they

comprised only 12.5% of associate pro-

fessors under age 35.12 

• In the field of chemistry, for example,

women earned 23% of PhDs at top 10

schools between 1989 and 1993.  At the

same time, they accounted for only 13%

of hires at those same schools from that

pool of candidates.13

These data support the conclusions of

a study by the Ford and Spencer

Foundations of accomplished recently-

minted PhDs which showed that women

and people of color are less actively
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recruited than their white, male peers.14

As shown in the chart above, the num-

ber of minority professors is not growing as

quickly as the number of minority PhDs.15

While people of color account for

9.6% of senior faculty, they make up

17.6% of non-ladder faculty.16 Relative to

the number of PhDs produced, people of

color are increasingly overrepresented

among non-ladder faculty, just as they are

underrepresented among tenured faculty.

Data indicate the cost savings a univer-

sity can realize by shifting the teaching

load onto casual teachers.  Consider the

average salary ranges of different types of

teachers:17

Senior Faculty $80 K

Junior Faculty $47-56 K

Casual Faculty $12-37 K

Graduate teachers $5-20 K

The result of these trends is clear:

graduate teachers provide valuable teach-

ing as students but are increasingly forced

into other casual positions when they

graduate.  The result is without unions,

they are denied a voice in their work the

entire time.

Education Suffers
When teachers have no say in the con-

ditions under which they teach, education

suffers in a variety of ways:  

• insufficient support for teaching:  class

sizes grow, teacher training is neglected,

and English language training (ESL) is

under-funded.

• overworked teachers:  large classes and

insufficient teaching income prevent

teachers from devoting time to every stu-

dent for the best education possible.

• lack of academic freedom: when a

teacher’s job depends on an administra-

tor’s support, innovative teaching and

scholarship can be stifled.

• corporate-style governance: as institu-

tions hire more people without a voice,

power is concentrated in the central

administration, thus moving further

away from the ideal of faculty-governed

universities.

The fact that a disproportionate num-

ber of women and people of color occupy

temporary and casual positions also has

negative consequences for education.

Traditionally underrepresented scholars

most need the protections of academic

freedom and fair hiring practices achieved

by collective bargaining. Without academ-

ic freedom they cannot advocate for a

voice in the direction scholarship takes at

their respective institutions.

Already marginalized teachers do not

have the protections enjoyed by ladder fac-

ulty, such as a grievance procedure.

Without contracts that protect their aca-

demic freedom,  these scholars are dis-

couraged from pursuing innovative and

challenging scholarship and teaching.

The crisis comes into focus when we

see that the academy, like other sectors of

the economy, relies on a two-tier work-

force. The segregated academy ensures that

the voice of marginalized scholars is

muted through the threat of punishment

or dismissal.

Only by transforming all academic

jobs into stable positions with academic

freedom and institutional power will

women and people of color, along with all

casual teachers, be able to participate

equally in the life of their universities.
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Conclusions
By gaining union representation, grad-

uate employees and adjunct faculty gain,

first and foremost, the legal right to a

voice on the job. For workers with little or

no control over the most basic elements of

their working lives—salary, job security,

health insurance—the right to bargain col-

lectively holds the solution to the current

crisis in academic labor. Under the law,

unionized employees and their employers

meet with equal rights at the bargaining

table to negotiate wages, benefits, and

working conditions.18

Graduate student and adjunct unions

have been influential in improving the

quality of education at their institutions:

• Some contracts provide for department-

specific TA training and strict upper

limits on class size.19

• In order to improve the quality of teach-

ing at their institutions, adjunct unions

have negotiated entry and evaluation

requirements for part-time faculty. As a

result, unionized part-timers receive

more formal employment evaluations

than other part-time faculty.20

• They have also arranged more office

hours and been able to regulate work-

load.21

When graduate employees and

adjunct faculty organize, they make con-

crete and impressive improvements across

the board that affect educators, education,

and diversity. Frequently, dramatic

progress is made in the very first contract. 

• Graduate students and part-time faculty

with minimal or no health care coverage

have either won benefits or improved

their benefits through union contracts.22 

• They have secured raises and tuition

remission for graduate teachers,

enabling scholars from diverse econom-

ic backgrounds to pursue academic

careers. 23

• International graduate students have

won more affordable ESL training and

in some cases funding for room and

board for summer ESL programs.24

• At the University of Massachusetts,

graduate teachers negotiated a contract

that includes provisions for childcare,

allowing graduate teachers with children

the opportunity to complete their

degrees.25

• In addition, part-time faculty have won

job security26 and pro-rated salaries.27

Graduate employee unions combat

issues of discrimination.  They have negoti-

ated contract language that protects employ-

ees from discrimination based on race, sex,

national origin, sexual orientation, political

affiliation, and union activity.

Through a union contract, interna-

tional students have protections that they

would not otherwise have.  Their voices

have helped achieve more affordable ESL

and other material gains.

Graduate employees who face discrimi-

nation have an independent grievance pro-

cedure with a guaranteed right of union

representation, without the daunting time

and cost of a lawsuit.28 At the University

of Michigan, the union contract estab-

lished a committee to insure diversity

among the TA’s employed there.29

Graduate students and adjunct faculty

across the country are realizing that unions

can substantially address some of the prob-

lems caused by casualization.  The number

of graduate student unions has dramatical-

ly increased in the past 15 years.30
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Teachers fight against casualization on

campuses across the country.  When they

create working conditions that enable

them to provide quality education for

their students, everyone wins. Teachers

need adequate pay, health benefits, job

security, and protection from discrimina-

tion to improve the education they pro-

vide.  Union contracts are an effective

means of creating the conditions that

enable universities to live up to their

potential—educating people so they can

live better lives, insuring competitiveness

in the new economy and performing the

research necessary to improve the world. 
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