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Autoethnography and the New Faculty Majority 

She told me that she was under an incredible amount of stress. She was receiving   

 radiation therapy for the cancer that had just returned to her, she was living nearly  

 homeless because she could not afford the upkeep on her home, which was   

 literally falling in on itself, and now… a letter from Adult Protective Services   

 telling her that…she needed assistance in taking care of herself.  (Kovalik, 2013, ¶ 2) 

 

How might stories of adjunct professors’ lived experience augment understanding of a 

societal problem whereby the terror of neoliberalism (Giroux, 2005) in higher education has 

exploited, subordinated, and silenced adjuncts, even as they have become the “new faculty 

majority” (Kezar, 2012)? How might my story— of applying for unemployment and food stamps 

this past summer, of just trying to get by until the first fall check—speak to larger sociocultural 

conditions that adjuncts face in a late capitalist educational system where they are systematically 

oppressed? 

These are only two questions out of many fruitful directions for further inquiry into role 

of adjunct faculty in a 21st century educational landscape that has largely succumbed to a 

neoliberal business model perpetuating inequity, conspicuous consumerism and (re)production of 

a dominant hegemony of the “free market.” Specifically, I advocate qualitative research that 

stories the reality and lived experience of adjuncts in the academy as necessary in ongoing 

efforts to reconstitute and empower the growing population of adjunct academicians. One such 

form of narrative inquiry that offers potential for thick cultural description and nuanced 

understanding of adjunct life is autoethnography.  

Similar to narrative ethnography, interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) and other 

qualitative methods involving personal narrative, autoethnography takes lived experience as 

central to meaning-making, forwarding the methodological assumption that personal stories and 
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critical reflection (reflexivity) can provide rich description and analysis of cultures and cultural 

members in ways that surveying or interviewing cannot. Autoethnography in particular breaks 

with traditional conventions of the social-scientific research paper and instead relies on evocative 

narrative, critical examination of assumptions and taken-for-granted norms in a cultural context, 

and increased attention on the author’s performance in the cultural space and his/her struggles, 

resistance, and possible complicity in the normative frames at work.  

Autoethnographers do not make claims that are generalizable or offer inventories that can 

be operationalized. Rather, they provide self-reflexive stories that turn the lens inward in 

recounting lived experience and outward as they bring sharper focus to the cultural context that 

they live and struggle in. They explore assumptions, relationships, memory, possibility, agency.  

   *  *  * 

While I was writing this piece, I took a break to check various emails and social media 

(part of the academic life is managing and blending diversions). I came across a New York Times 

video interview with A.C. Grayling, the prim, proper and sometimes profound philosopher, a 

lover of Socrates. Grayling says, somewhere in the middle of the interview, “the meaning of life 

is to make life meaningful. That’s a responsibility you have.” Although this notion has been 

echoed and expressed countless times in the intertextual universe, it struck me as an imperative 

in our contemporary, or postmodern, or post-something situation in higher education. In this 

space I hope to tell a story and invite, encourage people at all levels of academia to share their 

stories. Ranked, unranked, tenured, untenured, administrative, staff, students. We are all in the 

struggle together. The struggle to make life meaningful for ourselves, to provide a snapshot (a la 

Ellis, 2004), to learn from countless others. To stay sane.  

   *  *  * 
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A senior faculty member emails me one afternoon in October, asking for my attendance 

at an interdisciplinary faculty meeting on assessment. I walk across the rainy windswept campus 

and run into my department chair before going to the meeting. He’s going too. The meeting is 

composed of all faculty teaching University Studies courses. It just so happens that the 

Intercultural Communication class I’m teaching in the spring is cross listed as University 

Studies, so I’m cross listed to be present at this meeting.  

The meeting is led by heads of Sociology and Nursing, and the meat of the meeting 

comes down to assessing three “learning outcomes” from one artifact that almost has to be a 

traditional final research paper. Academic and discipline-specific minutiae ensues; a history 

professor wonders why “critical thinking” are dropped from the goals, an English professor 

insists there is semiotic slippage, a philosophy professor waxes philosophical about meta-ethics 

and normative judgment. The result is a sort of bewildered state before the meeting is adjourned, 

the cagy sociology head resignedly muttering   “we will take your concerns into account…” 

For some reason, I feel powerless after the meeting. Even though I am “invited” to 

meetings such as this one, I am not allowed to serve on any committees on faculty senate, nor do 

I have access to teaching awards, research grants, or promotion in any form.  

I suppose sometimes exploitation is wrapped in an invitation. An invitation to pretend to 

be a connected faculty, a community of practice, a place where the knowledge workers are all 

valued. What I was quickly learning in my first few years of adjunct work is that a professor can 

present, publish, participate in meetings, mentor students, serve as coordinator of assessment, 

and possibly have a lasting impact on student learners; however, if that professor is deemed 

“contingent,” “adjunct,” or “part-time non-tenure track,” this is all expected to be done to the 

tune of about $15,000 dollars a year with no benefits or guarantee of being rehired. What does 



HENSLEY AUTOETHNOGRAPHY     5 

the valuation of adjuncts say about their place in higher education, in the U.S. workforce?  

In his story about Margaret Mary Vojtko, an 83 year old professor whose death recently 

made the news because of her 25 year “tenure” as an adjunct, Kovalik (2013, September 18) 

writes: 

  She begged me to call Adult Protective Services and tell them to leave her alone,  

  that she could take care of herself and did not need their help. I agreed to. Sadly, a 

  couple of hours later, she was found on her front lawn, unconscious from a heart  

  attack. She never regained consciousness. Meanwhile, I called Adult Protective  

  Services right after talking to Margaret Mary, and I explained the situation. I said  

  that she had just been let go from her job as a professor at Duquesne, that she was  

  given no severance or retirement benefits, and that the reason she was having  

  trouble taking care of herself was because she was living in extreme poverty. The  

  caseworker paused and asked with incredulity, "She was a professor?" (¶ 3-4).  

 I called my grandma soon after reading the news of Vojtko’s death, not to talk about the 

story but to connect with her. We have talked on the phone at least once a week ever since I first 

went to college as a freshman at Eastern Illinois University; these calls have been part of the 

relational maintenance of our close grandparent-grandchild bond. I did not tell my grandma 

about this because I didn’t want her to worry. She thinks I will be full-time and/or president of a 

university soon. I don’t want her to worry that I will never move “up.”  

My grandma is 90 years old this year and has no doubt lived a full life, largely because of 

remaining active and reading and living moderately, but also because of the excellent health care 

she has received. She and my grandpa took numerous trips to the Mayo Clinic when I was a kid 

(the doctors just couldn’t seem to find the source of her stomach pain). Having dinner with my 
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grandparents every time I come home for a “break” (if there is such a thing in graduate school) is 

a familiar ritual that I have grown to love. It feels like the well-worn road I take to get to their 

house: comforting, personal, and always there. I wonder what life would have been like if their 

employments were so brutal to them that they didn’t have pensions, first rate health insurance, 

life insurance, and so on. Grandma has told me many times that she is living through me, 

because she always wanted to be a college teacher. I wondered, what if it was my grandma 

worked herself to death as an adjunct professor? 

   *  *  * 

Autoethnography is not just for the marginalized adjunct, but certainly can augment the 

understanding of educators, leaders, and publics that see adjunct faculty as inferior in teaching, 

researching, etc. Kezar and Sam (2011) aptly observe that negative, reductive views of adjuncts 

persist in academia as they are routinely characterized as less professional and less qualified to 

teach than their tenured colleagues. The authors call for new theories and grounded accounts that 

develop out of non–tenure track teachers’ own experience rather than derive from stereotypical 

assumptions carried over from temporary employees in business.    

In examining the everyday experiences and problems that adjuncts face in the cultural 

space(s) of the academy, we may come to a partial reflexive understanding about practices and 

oppressive structures that work to reify the inequity. Awareness can (hopefully) be heightened as 

more adjuncts investigate and share their experiences in various interstitial spaces where they 

constantly must (re)negotiate the rejection/reification of the system that gives them great 

responsibility to impact students’ lives yet very little influence in affairs of governance and 

faculty deliberations.  

Scholars and practitioners who embrace autoethnographies of adjuncts in higher 
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education can assist in challenging the status quo to be other than what it is, identifying 

hegemonic constructions and locating alternatives for more just and equitable treatment of the 

growing percentage of adjunct educators (who cannot quite claim that “We are the 99%,” but, at 

many institutions make up more than half of the professor workforce). 

Of course, an autoethnographic piece is just that— a piece (of the story). As Goodall 

(2000) writes, all research (whether qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-method) is partial, 

partisan, and problematic. Autoethnographers accept this premise, acknowledging they cannot 

tell the whole story. Yet this does not detract from their raison d'être: sharing personal 

experience and critical reflexion in the hope of adding rich detail and useful connections for 

other readers (both inside and outside the academy).  

Laurel Richardson (2000) points out that writing is a method of inquiry and a process of 

discovery. That is not to say that all autoethnographic writing will be groundbreaking, evocative, 

or even “good” (anything written on a page will have a detractors). It may not even have 

“findings”, in the conventional/sectioned-out “Results” sense. Autoethnography is about sharing, 

about showing, about revealing the mundane and the magnificent in sharp focus. This type of 

inquiry can be about struggle, joy, disappointment, and hope.  

Giving marginalized voices ownership and a place in the dialogue (whether that be 

academic dialogue, faculty senate deliberations, or faculty union inititatives) is critical to a 

notion of shared governance that is embracing of multiple perspectives and open to change, 

social justice, and (greater) equality. Regardless of the results, in the multidimensional (and 

permeable) construction of autoethnography the author “embraces fluidity, resists definitional 

and conceptual fixity, looks to self and structures as relational accomplishments, and takes 
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seriously the needs to create more livable, equitable, and just ways of living” (Adams & 

Holman-Jones, 2008, p. 384).   

The societal institution of higher education is under greater scrutiny than ever before with 

books such as Academically Adrift (Arum & Roksa, 2011) and pundits, politicians, and publics 

decrying the many things “wrong” with colleges and universities today. In addition to high 

profile firings of coaches, which have brought to light the dark side of collegiate athletics, 

professors are on the defensive for their trade. It would be wise for educators of all ranks to 

address the absence of adjuncts in governance, for the everyday teaching of undergraduates at 

colleges and universities largely depends on them. To leave adjuncts out of decisions that affect 

the future of higher education leaves out a growing constituency that impacts student learning 

and living. Hence the need for narratives that garner more nuanced understanding of this 

complex and taken-for-granted position.  

In examining our own performances in the ritualized space of the academy, we come to a 

partial understanding of practices that we do not want to emulate (and oppressive structures that 

we do not want to reify—but how?). Reflexivity is heightened as we investigate our 

performances in various interstitial spaces of/within the academy, where we constantly must 

(re)negotiate the rejection/reification(/deification?) of the system we rely on for our “success.”  

Scholars who embrace storying experience in the mess of higher education, whether 

norm-disruptive or awareness-building, can assist in challenging the status quo to be other than 

what it is, identifying hegemonic constructions in the conduct of academe and locating new ways 

of knowing, learning, and being-in-the-institution. Messiness can be a beautiful thing. Writing 

crunches can be beautiful. So can struggles, when we can share them with others meaningfully, 

and lend our own listening to a story. 
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