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Executive Summary

Although 50 years of research has shown that faculty/student interaction is crucial to student success,
recent trends and newly-adopted practices in higher education actually decrease the possibilities for
faculty to interact with students in the amounts and the ways that matter most.

This paper examines the price students pay for several trends in higher education that have gained
acceptance without a balanced critical analysis.

If research were driving higher education policy, investing in faculty would be a top priority at every
college and university. But what is happening in our country, instead, is a growing disinvestment in
faculty.

This paper details how serious and how pervasive this disinvestment in faculty has become, and it
discusses the ways in which current policies and practices around faculty hiring and salary are hurting
students.

As the research on student success suggests, the churning of the faculty workforce along with reduced
opportunities for interaction caused by low salaries and over-reliance on part-time appointments are
especially hard on students of color, low-income students, and first-generation students.

If the United States is going to have an educated citizenry for its economy and its democracy, our
colleges and universities must do more to provide optimal learning conditions for our increasingly
diverse student body.

Given the importance of college degrees for social mobility, especially for low-income people and
people of color, our nation’s legislators, university trustees, and campus administrators must make sure
that faculty have the time and energy to do all they can and all they want to do for students.

Providing all students with real opportunities for success in college will require a shift in institutional
priorities, particularly as reflected in their budgets, to better align our colleges and universities with the
core mission of higher education and the role faculty play in carrying it out successfully.



Back to School in Higher Ed: Who Needs Faculty?

n higher education, the phrase “back to school” used to have a simple, literal meaning—

students returned to their campuses, to familiar classroom settings, and to professors they

would work with throughout their college careers. Differences existed certainly between the
experiences of students in the ivy-walled settings at some exclusive universities and the more
modest buildings of community colleges and state universities.

But in the past, the phrase “back to school” conjured up a more or less generic image of college.
Today, it is different.

While some return to a rich variety of learning experiences with full-time faculty members, the
nearly-universal drive to cut costs means that for other students “back to school” involves
returning to classes staffed by part-time, “itinerant” faculty, large numbers of whom work
multiple jobs and may not be there next term. Some students are simply “returning” to their
computer screens for learning experiences that may involve minimal interaction with a
professor—or none at all.

The purpose of this paper is not to ignore the budget challenges and the push for innovation
that has produced this change, but to emphasize the importance of evaluating policies and
practices more thoroughly and more critically than is currently the case. Too often practices
promoted as ways to broaden access, lower costs, and foster “scalability” are not scrutinized for
their potential downsides or long-term consequences—especially for particular groups of
students.

Too often, practices promoted as “innovations” have at their core the goal of minimizing or
eliminating direct interaction and the development of relationships between individual faculty
and students. Whether it is MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) for thousands of students or
so-called competency-based education, many of the new practices achieve cost-savings and
popularity with university administrations by reducing faculty-student engagement.

Hiring patterns and stagnant salaries also have conspired to reduce the amount of time and
energy faculty can commit to engaging with their students.

Students pay a price for these trends in higher education that have grown and gained
acceptance without full analysis of the trade-offs they bring.

Our purpose in this paper is to not to turn back the clock. Rather, it is to foster a more
empirically grounded discussion and responsible evaluation of these policies, practices, and
“innovations.”

It is important to know how innovations work as well as where—and for whom—they do not
work at all.



What'’s Missing In Higher Education Policy and Practice?

In the current rush to reduce costs, improve scalability, and increase access to higher education,
one crucial factor rarely taken into account when evaluating the pros and cons of a particular
policy or practice is the role that faculty play in the quality of a student’s educational
experience.

While it “takes a village” of staff and others to give students a quality higher education, a
substantial and growing body of research underscores the unique and critical role that college
and university faculty play in student educational success."

In fact, 50 years worth of studies make it clear that what faculty offer students goes far beyond
their expertise or the information they may share in class or online. More than anything, it is the
interaction between faculty and students that, for most students, really makes a difference in
their college success and often in their future lives.

Those who remember an inspiring professor’s influence on their college careers or even their
later life know from personal experience how valuable quality interaction with faculty can be.
The research on faculty and student success provides a rich and extensive list of ways in which
faculty-student interaction matters. This research should be at the heart of higher education
and drive decisions more consistently.

The Pivotal Role of Faculty in Higher Education

As Adrianna Kezar and Dan Maxey detail in a recent overview of hundreds of research studies on
the topic, more interaction with faculty is associated with many important positive student
outcomes, including “increased persistence and completion rates, better grades and
standardized test scores, and the development of leadership, critical thinking, sense of worth,
career and graduate school aspiration, and self-confidence.”? Interacting with faculty also
increases student motivation; it improves communication skills; it promotes student
engagement and inspires a love of learning.? As the authors emphasize, the list of ways faculty
interaction helps students covers not only “academic” areas but also broader cognitive and
affective ones. More interaction with faculty improves concrete measures of student success
such as graduation rates, but it also positively affects less quantifiable areas such as the breadth
and depth of a student’s learning.”

In sum, the vast body of research on faculty and student success leads to a simple, but very
important conclusion: “In general, for most students most of the time, the more interaction with
faculty the better.””

Interaction with faculty is especially important for students of color and first-generation college
students: “Indeed, no other factor plays as strong a role for students of color—making this a
particularly important finding for our increasingly diverse institutions.”®

High levels of faculty-student interaction, however, don’t just happen automatically.
Administrative policies and practices profoundly affect the frequency and quality of faculty-



student interactions.” National trends and fads can as well. While promoters of “innovation” and
“cost savings” in higher education rarely examine the full effect of the practices they promote, a
responsible assessment would include examination of how factors such as staffing practices and
faculty working conditions affect this key driver of student success.

Unfortunately for students, many national trends in these areas actually decrease the
possibilities for faculty to interact with students in the amounts and ways that matter most. It is
certainly an irony that many “innovative” practices touted as ways to expand access and meet
the needs of an increasingly diverse student body can be predicted to have profoundly negative
effects on exactly those students.

College Spending Priorities: The Tilt Toward Administration

Administrators invariably emphasize their commitment to providing students with a high-quality
education and with learning conditions that promote student success. But have they really
prioritized that commitment?

Vice President Joe Biden offered one test of institutional priorities: “Don’t tell me what you
value. Show me your budget, and I'll tell you what you value.”®

Changes in spending patterns in colleges and universities over the last several decades tell a
troubling story about what is really valued in American higher education. While one might
expect instruction—higher education’s core mission, after all—to stand out in spending
priorities, that is increasingly not the case. As a study by the Delta Cost Project shows, the
relative weight of investments in colleges and universities has shifted with instruction and
related spending actually declining in recent years.’

What has risen as a priority is spending on administration and related activities. This priority is
reflected in increases in the numbers of administrative positions, increases in those salaries, and
increases in the percentage of college budgets going to these functions.

Between 1987 and 2012, for instance, while the numbers of temporary faculty mushroomed
and the percentage of permanent faculty plummeted, the numbers of administrative staff more
than doubled—increasing at a rate more than twice that of the increase in students during the
same time period.™

Consider these facts about the relative growth in administrative positions compared to faculty
positions since 1990:

* In 1990, colleges and universities (both public and private) had, on average, more full-
time faculty positions than administrative positions.

* In 1990, public colleges and universities (non-research) had, on average, about twice as
many full-time faculty as administrators. Twenty years later, those numbers were
roughly equal.



* In 1990, faculty and staff outnumbered administrators by a ratio of 3:1. By 2012 that
ratio declined by about 40 percent.™

At the same time that faculty salaries have stagnated or dropped in terms of purchasing power
and student fees and student debt have skyrocketed, those individuals at the top of college and
university hierarchies have done very well financially.

Campus presidents have been reconceived as equivalent to corporate CEOs who require salaries
commensurate with their new status.'? The resulting “arms race” that drives their salaries ever
upward now means that administrators—even at public institutions—are making salaries higher
than governors, justices of the U.S. Supreme Court, and the President of the United States.™

And the trend is pervasive. As Howard Bunsis, a professor of accounting at Eastern Michigan
University who has conducted extensive analysis of university budgets and spending, concludes,
"You see it on every campus—an increase in administration and a decrease in full-time faculty,
and an increase in the use of part-time faculty...It's not what it should be. What's broken in
higher ed is the priorities, and it's been broken for a long time."**

As Bunsis and others have pointed out, these administrative trends have not occurred in a
vacuum, but rather are one piece of a larger pattern of policy decisions that do not prioritize
what drives student success. As a study by the Institute for Policy Studies titled The One Percent
at State U: How Public University Presidents Profit from Rising Student Debt and Low-Wage
Faculty Labor demonstrated, the increases in presidents’ salaries are associated with increases
in student debt, disproportionate increases in administrative spending overall, large increases in
contingent (so-called “temporary”) faculty, and large declines in tenure line, “permanent”
faculty.”

If, as a nation, we really care about meaningful access to higher education for an increasingly
diverse America and improved graduation rates for all students regardless of background,
leaders at American colleges and universities need to “shift the balance” of priorities away from
administration and back toward expenditures that directly affect the quality of a student’s
educational experience and their success. While it may indeed be “unclear when a tipping point
may be near,” as a Delta Cost Project study concludes, a reversal of current trends is long
overdue.™

The Price Students Pay for the Failure to Invest in Faculty
The National Scene

Given what the research tells us about faculty-student interaction as the prime driver of student
success, investing in faculty should be a no-brainer.

What is happening in American higher education, instead, is a long-term and growing
disinvestment in faculty at most types of institutions. In part to cut costs, administrators for
decades have been replacing full-time, permanent (tenure-track) faculty with part-time faculty
on temporary contracts.



This change in the type of appointment most faculty hold makes an enormous difference in

students’ opportunities for extensive interaction with their instructors. In most colleges and
universities, instructional faculty are generally appointed either on so-called “temporary” or
“contingent” (usually part-time) appointments or on “permanent” (tenure-track or tenured)
appointments.

Contingent faculty (or “adjuncts” as they are often called) are nearly always paid less than
permanent faculty, are usually appointed on a part-time basis, and are nearly always paid only
to teach classes. Permanent faculty are paid to do many other activities that are critical for
students. They are the faculty, for instance, tasked with the program development, oversight,
and assessment necessary for the implementation of high-impact practices especially valuable
for students. Advising students outside of class is part of their paid duties as well. AlImost by
definition as “permanent, full-time” faculty, they are more likely to be employed over the
course of a student’s college career and are more able to spend time on activities with students
outside of class.

To a stunning degree, most colleges and universities have failed to hire enough permanent, full-
time faculty over the last several decades.

In 1969, for instance, permanent (tenured and tenure-track) positions made up more than three
out of four faculty appointments. The chart below from the American Association of University
Professors’ most recent annual report on faculty shows how different the professoriate looks
today:

FIGURE 4
Instructional Faculty by Rank and Reporting Category, 2013
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As the chart shows, in 2013 only 1 in 5 instructional faculty were permanent (tenured and
tenure-line) while nearly 80% were teaching in “temporary” positions. The majority of
instructional faculty (51.32%) were teaching part-time."” And the trends show no signs of
reversal—today, the majority of new faculty hiring is in the contingent, “temporary” ranks.'®

The situation is worst at institutions serving large numbers of first-generation students, students
of color, and low-income students:

¢ At public non-research 4-year institutions, part-time faculty (and graduate assistant)
positions are not simply additional hires to deal with increased enrollments. They have
replaced full-time positions.

* Community colleges are faring even worse. They employ fewer full- and part-time
faculty per student than they did a decade ago."

* At for-profit colleges, nearly all faculty positions are contingent, so-called “temporary”
faculty. By 2007, only a miniscule 0.2% of faculty in 4-year for-profits were permanent
(tenured and tenure-track).

* At 2-year for-profits, that number was 0.4% (American Association of University
Professors, 2010).%°

Case Study: The California State University System

The case of the California State University (CSU), while worse in degree than the situation at
many other institutions, illustrates several patterns that are consistent across many of the
nation’s colleges and universities. Often dubbed “The People’s University,” the expansive public
system of 23 campuses spread across the state serves a very diverse student population with
high percentages of first-generation students, students of color, and low-income students.” As a
result of changes in staffing over roughly the last decade, however, these students now have
less access to faculty and fewer opportunities for interaction with them than their counterparts
did even a decade ago.

While the numbers of students (full-time equivalent) increased by 20% between 2004 and 2013,
the number of faculty (full-time equivalent) only went up 8%.%% In fact, only two campuses
increased faculty at a rate equal to increases in student enrollment on that campus. One of
those campuses only achieved an over-all faculty increase consistent with student growth by
increasing temporary (mostly part-time) faculty by 33%. The other achieved its faculty growth by
increasing its number of temporary faculty a whopping 225%.

While the numbers of managers in the CSU grew by 19.2% during this same time, the numbers
of permanent (tenure-track and tenured) faculty actually fell by 3%. This failure to hire enough
permanent faculty occurred across all campuses—not a single CSU campus had an increase in
permanent, tenure-line faculty that kept up with the rate of student population growth over the
last decade.



Instead of investing in permanent faculty, CSU administrators—like so many others around the
country—have adopted a fast-food model of faculty staffing. The only reason the faculty ranks
grew at all over the last decade in the CSU was because the numbers of faculty hired on
temporary appointments exploded, increasing by 46%.

Effects of Faculty Hiring Practices

While most administrators in the CSU and elsewhere would probably argue that they are
developing these hiring policies to cut costs, research shows differently. The trend toward
increased use of contingent, part-time faculty is often not a conscious, thought-out policy at all
but an ad hoc practice instituted without regard to data, institutional planning, or
accountability.”® Moreover, it is not at all clear that such practices even enhance institutional
“flexibility,” as is so often claimed.**

What we have, then, is not a coherent set of hiring policies but an unexamined, “out of control
trend” that, as Sean Gehrke has pointed out, endangers students and the very essence of what
it is to be a college or university:

“When we do not carefully consider hiring processes, we do not realize that they may be
problematic--may even threaten the mission and goals of the institution. Moreover, the
lack of consideration leads to a lack of accountability. Who is, or should be, accountable
for composing a robust faculty that is supported in its work and can meet the needs of
the institution? At present, the answer often is that no one is accountable. And that is
the crux of the problem. Intentional hiring and support for faculty are essential to
fostering an academy that has integrity.”

The current system hurts institutional integrity and degrades the student experience. As Kazar
and Maxey have emphasized, increased use of “temporary,” part-time appointments for faculty
makes student-faculty interaction much harder to foster, for “the very nature of part-time
employment means that these faculty will have fewer opportunities to engage with students in
the meaningful and substantive ways that are integral to ensuring the positive outcomes
associated with faculty-student interaction.”?®

Faculty who are “contingent” rather than “permanent,” who have temporary appointments that
are less than full-time, and who thus have to work at more than one institution to make ends
meet, find it difficult be on campus outside of class time for interaction with students. While
their credentials, skills, passion, and commitment to students are exemplary, the very nature of
their appointment does not provide working conditions conducive to the kinds of interactions so
crucial for student success.

While many part-time, “temporary” faculty do struggle to work with students in a variety of
ways outside of class, they are not paid to do so. When they squeeze their schedules to make
the time necessary for meaningful interactions outside of class—working with students on joint
research projects, mentoring students in class-related internships, or sponsoring student clubs—
that work is nearly always uncompensated, “free” labor.

Although it might be argued that some students may still experience strong classroom
instruction even with high faculty turnover, it is absolutely clear that when faculty come and go
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students experience fewer of the long-term, mentoring relationships the research shows are so
important. Faculty who remain on a campus only for a short period of time are simply not there
to work with students, for instance, on long-term research projects, to provide continuity of
advising and substantive letters of recommendation, or to shepherd students though career
choices before graduation and career challenges afterwards.”’

Simply put, the degraded working conditions for faculty that result from current hiring practices
in most American colleges and universities mean degraded learning conditions for students and
less opportunities for faculty-student interaction.

The Price Students Pay When Faculty Can’t Afford to Teach

The job of college professor used to be a solidly middle-class profession. No one expected to get
rich from teaching, but professors could count on a life not so different from other middle-class,
college-educated people. They could pay their bills, care for and educate their children, buy a
home, and someday retire.

That basic economic security was what most faculty expected, and that’s what most college
professors experienced. As a result, they were able to do their best work as professors because
they were reasonably secure in their ability to support themselves and their families adequately.

But for many faculty in our colleges and universities today, things have changed. Because of low
salaries and the common practice of hiring faculty on part-time contracts, even a modicum of
economic security has become shaky for many, and for others, impossible. This change in
economic status has had major ramifications for faculty members themselves, but students are
also paying a price.

National Data
The common assumption that most college faculty are paid handsomely is simply wrong.

Part of the reason for this misconception is the manner in which data on faculty salaries are
collected and reported. For instance, the most complete data on faculty salary and the faculty
salary figures most often referred to in the media include only full-time faculty. A cursory glance
at this data, with no awareness of its limitations, can lead to false conclusions about the state of
faculty salaries in the United States.

Recent data from the National Center for Education Statistics shows that “professors” made, on
average, $109,905 in 2013/14.%% While this six-figure number may sound impressive, a recent
study by the American Association of University Professors shows that even full professors are
underpaid in comparison to non-academic positions in similar fields.”

Furthermore, while the average full professor salary is hardly an exorbitant one compared to
that paid for other work requiring years of post-graduate study and more than a decade of
service in a profession, the fact is that a very small percentage of students actually are being
taught by faculty making that amount of money.
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Average salaries at lower ranks are considerably less than “professor” salaries; full-time
lecturers, for instance, make on average about half what full Professors do.*°

Moreover, only a fraction of faculty in the U.S. are full-time faculty and included in this data at
all. The majority (51.32%) of faculty, those who teach part-time, are not included in national
salary reports.*

While the format of most faculty salary charts suggests an equal distribution of individuals
across ranks, the fact is that the American professoriate is heavily skewed toward the lowest
faculty salary ranges. The number is not collected nationally, but extrapolating from various
existing data sources reveals that a full professor salary is actually only received by around 1 in
10 faculty across the country—and that number is declining.*

The economic reality for the “new majority” of contingent, mostly part-time, faculty who are
teaching the vast majority of students is grim. Most are paid by the course at a shockingly low
rate--a median pay per course of only $2,700 in 2010 across all types of institutions.>*

As a recent study, “Professors in Poverty,” details, these numbers mean that 22% of part-time

faculty in the U.S. live in poverty—compared to 14.5% of Americans overall.** Not surprisingly,

high numbers of part-time faculty families—1 in 4—are enrolled in at least one public assistance
35

program.

Case Study: Faculty Salaries at the “People’s University”

The failure of administrators at the California State University to provide faculty with adequate
salaries and the impact this practice has on students are alarming. Yet, salary trends in that
system reflect the general patterns and resulting problems seen at campuses across the
country.

In the CSU, as elsewhere, faculty pay is surprisingly low for professional work requiring a high
level of post-secondary schooling.

For instance, as a report recently released by the California Faculty Association shows, on

average, CSU faculty are taking home $45,000 per year in pay before taxes and other

deductions. More than 50 percent of CSU faculty make less than $38,000 in gross earnings per
36

year.

The histogram on the next page shows the distribution of actual CSU faculty earnings and
provides a graphic image that flies in the face of common assumptions about what college
professors earn—more than half of faculty teaching in the CSU in Fall 2014 were earning less
than $40,000 per year.
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Distribution of CSU Faculty Accross Earnings Brackets, Fall 2014
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While this number can be accounted for in part by the high percentage of part-time faculty
members in the CSU, average salaries for CSU faculty are generally low. Even if all faculty were
working on full-time contracts, the average salary for CSU faculty would only have been $63,000
in the Fall of 2014. Half of all CSU faculty would have still had a salary of $55,000 per year or less
to survive in a state with one of the highest costs of living in the country.

Compare these numbers to the average salaries for other jobs in California:

Firefighter $125,000
Police Officer $97,500
Nurse $87,480
Car sales Rep $79,000
Accountant $75,870
Truck Driver $55,000%’

The CSU’s failure to adequately fund the faculty who are vital to its core mission comes across
crystal clear when you look at changes in CSU faculty salaries over the last decade. While faculty
salaries across the country have declined in real dollars since the Great Recession, the average
CSU faculty salary in 2013 was less in real dollars than it was in 2004 on every single CSU
campus. This loss in purchasing power on individual campuses ranged from $7,114 to a loss of
more than $13,796—the equivalent of a 15.5% pay cut over the last 10 years.*®

Even Full Professors, the most senior and generally highest paid faculty have seen their salaries
slip significantly in real dollars over the last decade at every one of the 23 campuses in the
system. In contrast, as happened at many other campuses across the country, the salaries of
campus presidents in the CSU continued to increase. In fact, the gap between the average
faculty salary and the average campus President’s salary on CSU campuses widened by over
$30,000 in real dollars between 2004 and 2014.*°
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A survey of CSU faculty conducted by the California Faculty Association in 2014/15 showed the
harsh impact of these economic realities on faculty and their students.*

Overwhelmingly (80% of respondents), faculty reported that low salaries and lack of raises have
had significant, negative effects on their lives with many reporting serious difficulties meeting
even basic needs like food and housing.*!

Seventy-two percent (72%) of all respondents reported taking on additional work to make ends
meet. Of those who had done so, 77% reported working off campus in employment ranging
from extra teaching and consulting to jobs totally unrelated to academic credentials.

Living further from campus than they would like was another frequently reported strategy to
make ends meet. Sixty percent (60%) of those responding reported not being able to afford to
live in their own campus community. The move further from campus cut housing costs; but, as
respondents reported, this “solution” adds to stress, eats away at their personal time, and
reduces the time they are available for students.

Sometimes, however, even the most inventive strategies are not enough; and the numbers just
don’t add up.

A shockingly high number of faculty respondents (13% overall and 1 in 5 contingent faculty in
the CSU) report having received income-based government assistance while working in the CSU.

Implications

As this CSU survey, the national data, and countless news reports indicate, significant numbers
of faculty teaching in our colleges and universities today are among our nation’s “working poor.”
Many others are hanging on by a thread financially through a variety of means, from living far
from campus to save money on housing to postponing having children and borrowing from
friends and relatives. In short, it is clear that many, possibly even most recently-hired faculty,
are currently locked out of the middle-class or live in fear of becoming so.

Across the country, the price paid by faculty for low salaries and the economic scrambling they
require is enormous in terms of family life, personal physical and mental health. These harsh
economic realities have meant that the financial security which once made it possible faculty to
focus on their students and their teaching has, for many, been replaced by a stressful scramble
for economic survival accompanied by feelings of sadness, frustration, demoralization, and
anger.

But the effects of these trends go beyond the increasingly harsh toll on faculty.*?
Faculty who are stressed and worried about economic survival are, at best, distracted. Those

who are suffering from depression, also reported with disturbing frequency, and other health
problems because of financial strain will clearly struggle to give their best to students.
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Faculty who are dealing with an inability to pay bills, unmanageable credit card and student loan
debt, unaffordable second mortgages, foreclosures, and bankruptcies, needless to say, have
divided attention.

Even outside help for faculty comes with a price for students. The significant numbers of faculty
who struggle through with the help of low-income government assistance are obviously
spending significant time dealing with those bureaucracies that could be devoted to students
instead.”

In short, current salary and hiring practices in our nation’s colleges and universities simply do
not foster the stable faculty workforce students need.

In the California State University system, for instance, attrition among faculty on temporary
appointments (who are 58% of CSU faculty) is extremely high—a loss of 20% each and every
year. What that means for students is this: by the time a student graduates, it is likely that a
high percentage of the professors they have worked with will no longer be on campus.**

This churning of the faculty workforce in our colleges and universities that results from low
salaries, over-reliance on part-time appointments, and other adverse conditions works against
student/faculty interaction and student success. As the research we reviewed at the beginning
of the paper shows, this instability is especially hard on students of color, low-income students
and first generation students.

Without quality interaction with faculty, low-income students face the harsh probability of
significantly lower graduation rates than students from wealthier backgrounds.*® Without it,
students of color and first generation students miss the boost that interaction provides them in
developing the breadth and depth of their learning, their communication and critical thinking
skills, their motivation and aspirations, and their self-confidence.

Creating a system of higher education in this country with salary and working conditions that
make possible and actively nurture faculty interaction with students matters not just for
individual students, but for our nation as a whole.

If the United States is going to have an educated citizenry for its economy and its democracy,
colleges and universities must provide optimal learning conditions for an increasingly diverse
student body. Given the importance of college degrees for social mobility, especially for low-
income people and people of color, legislators and campus administrations must make sure that
faculty have the time and energy to do all they can and all they want to do for their students.*°

It’s time to shift priorities to better align with higher education’s core mission and the role
faculty play in carrying it out successfully. Attracting and retaining a stable faculty workforce
who can fulfill their roles as professionals without spending untold hours simply trying to keep
their families afloat is the best investment in student success a university can make.
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