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Introduction
Marie Kendall Brown and Roy Fuller

The Need to Support Adjunct Faculty

When we think about the words college and university, images of ebul-
lient students and scholarly professors are often the fi rst to come to mind. 
Higher education institutions cannot function without faculty and without 
students, but the context in which faculty teach and conduct research has 
changed dramatically over the past few decades. Until recently, one change 
that has gone practically unnoticed by the general public is the increasing 
use of adjunct faculty members to perform the key educational function of 
teaching. National media attention of recent events such as the 2013 death 
of Margaret Mary Vojtko, a longtime adjunct faculty member at Duquesne 
University, and the subsequent revelation of her poverty status; a 2014 con-
gressional hearing that offered a report on the status of adjunct faculty; and 
the growing advocacy and unionization movement have heightened aware-
ness about the working conditions of this growing segment of higher educa-
tion educators. In fact, adjunct faculty now compose the largest segment of 
the academic workforce (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015).

In his seminal book The Courage to Teach, Parker Palmer (2007) noted 
the importance of community for those who teach:

The growth of any craft depends on shared practice and honest dialogue 
among the people who do it. We grow by private trial and error, to be 
sure—but our willingness to try, and fail, as individuals is severely limited 
when we are not supported by a community that encourages such risks. 
(p. 144)

Unfortunately, many adjunct faculty work in isolation. Because of 
evening or weekend teaching schedules, adjunct faculty may rarely, if ever, 
encounter colleagues and are thus not connected to a professional commu-
nity. Palmer’s observations about the critical role that community and shared 
practice play with respect to professional development are the driving forces that 
shape this book.
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2  INTRODUCTION

Over the past several decades, many colleges and universities have estab-
lished centers for teaching and learning or other structures to support faculty 
professional development. Standard programming topics include instruc-
tional design, pedagogical techniques and strategies, and teaching with 
technology. Although full-time faculty typically have access to these oppor-
tunities, adjunct faculty are often left out because of scheduling confl icts, 
lack of awareness, or outright exclusion.

Shared practice happens when faculty developers organize and offer 
trainings or when colleagues gather to discuss, share strategies, and problem 
solve a challenge they face in the classroom. Sharing practice is what hap-
pens when individuals are connected to communities of practice. For many 
adjunct faculty, such opportunities are few and far between. We argue that 
colleges and universities must offer opportunities for professional develop-
ment and community to all faculty members, especially those who serve in 
an adjunct capacity, in order to enhance teaching effectiveness and student 
success for all.

As the ranks of adjunct faculty have grown, professional development 
opportunities have lagged behind (Kezar & Gehrke, 2013). Those engaged in 
educational research investigate how learning can best be  promoted, 
and many evidence-based instructional practices have been identifi ed. The 
fi eld of faculty development actively disseminates and translates this research 
to practice. Yet, many adjunct faculty continue to work in the shadows, and 
their needs for professional development and community are unmet. In this 
book, we share the stories of adjunct faculty who have sought and found or 
created professional development opportunities—and thus communities of 
shared practice—despite their marginalized status. Framing questions for our 
work here include the following:

• Who are adjunct faculty? What is known about the demographics of 
this growing and increasingly diverse population of educators?

• What unique challenges do adjunct faculty face with respect to 
institutional support for teaching and professional development?

• Where have adjunct faculty found or created communities of support? 
What are the characteristics of effective support for adjunct faculty?

• What can deans, chairs, course coordinators, and others in higher 
education administration do to support adjunct faculty professional 
development related to teaching?

As faculty developers in a center for teaching and learning at a 
research-intensive university, we have provided adjunct faculty professional 
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INTRODUCTION  3

development offerings for some time. In fact, our longest running program 
is the Part-Time Faculty Institute, which has been ongoing since 2005 
(Hutti, Rhodes, Allison, & Lauterbach, 2007). Over the past few years, we 
have expanded our range of opportunities for adjunct faculty, and we have 
seen fi rsthand the impact this support has had on those who participate. 
Although maintaining the quality and relevance of our programs is a central 
goal, we also became aware of the importance of meeting another need: a 
place of community. Although the lack of community may be understood as 
an ongoing issue for some full-time faculty, it is particularly acute for adjunct 
faculty.

Schedule-induced isolation not only affects the ability of adjunct fac-
ulty to connect with other faculty but also can limit the ability of faculty 
developers to connect this population with professional development oppor-
tunities. Staffi ng and resource limitations may mean that it is not feasible 
to offer time-appropriate offerings. To better understand what we ourselves 
have experienced in our professional practice, we surveyed faculty develop-
ers who—like us—work with this population, either by offering programs 
specifi cally for adjunct faculty or through intentional outreach efforts. Many 
of our respondents described how limited resources and organizational atti-
tudes that devalue the contributions of adjunct faculty have impeded their 
work. In addition, faculty developers who want to reach out to adjunct fac-
ulty often fi nd that communication can be a challenge (Kezar & Maxey, 
2012). Many institutions do not even know who the adjunct faculty are on 
their campuses. Worse, many adjunct faculty do not have reliable access to 
e-mail.

Although articles written by adjunct faculty about the adjunct experience 
may be found in journals and periodicals devoted to coverage of higher edu-
cation, awareness of the increasing use of adjunct faculty and their working 
conditions continues to remain in the shadows of public awareness. Efforts 
to meet the needs of adjunct faculty continue to lag far behind at most insti-
tutions of higher education. For this reason, we are highlighting the stories of 
adjunct faculty and faculty developers who have offered or taken advantage 
of found professional development opportunities. To accomplish this goal, 
we put out a call for adjunct faculty to share their stories. We solicited sub-
missions on the theme of community and were pleased to fi nd adjunct fac-
ulty who not only found community in traditional professional development 
programs but also created their own communities of practice in innovative 
ways. We were also pleased to receive stories from faculty developers who 
are or who have been adjunct faculty, making them uniquely positioned to 
understand and serve this population.
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4  INTRODUCTION

Organization of This Book

Adjunct Faculty Voices contains two primary parts. In the fi rst part of the 
book, we offer a current view of adjunct faculty, including demographics, 
working conditions, and efforts to advocate and organize adjunct labor. In 
chapter 1, we set the stage by describing the numerous types of adjunct fac-
ulty and explicating the shared challenges they face. For example, adjunct 
faculty are frequently offered the least desirable classes from the perspective 
of full-time faculty. At the same time, evening and weekend courses may be 
preferable for adjunct faculty who have other employment or needs that neces-
sitate evening or weekend work. By choice or necessity, therefore, adjunct fac-
ulty may have limited opportunities to develop contacts and community with 
fellow faculty members. Chapter 1 also explores the demographics of adjunct 
faculty and builds on the work of Gappa and Leslie (1993) by proposing 
an updated typology of adjunct faculty. Surveys of adjunct faculty have 
revealed that adjunct faculty are often excluded from department meetings, 
which gives them little say in decisions that affect them and is another lost 
opportunity for contact with colleagues (Kezar & Maxey, 2014). In our own 
faculty development work with faculty across the disciplines, this story has 
been repeated numerous times. We also examine current trends in adjunct 
advocacy and organization. Chapters 2 through 6 feature selections from our 
adjunct faculty contributors who have elected to share their own experiences 
with seeking and fi nding opportunities for professional development and 
community.

Chapter 7 begins the second half of our work. In it, we share our analy-
sis of fi ndings from our survey of adjunct faculty development. The goal of 
that survey was to uncover exemplary stories of adjunct faculty development 
so that we can deepen our own work and encourage others to do the same. 
Accordingly, chapters 8 through 13 feature selections related to planning and 
implementing programs in support of adjunct faculty. We characterize these 
as examples of best practices from the fi eld. Our fi nal chapter summarizes 
what we have learned about supporting adjunct faculty and offers sugges-
tions and recommendations, both small and large in scope, for anyone com-
mitted to supporting the success of adjunct faculty.

Timely, responsive, and quality faculty development plays a vital role 
in the success of all faculty—regardless of employment status—and thus 
affects the success of institutions of higher education. If we continue to 
underserve the professional development needs of the largest segment of the 
higher education workforce, it will have consequences for institutions that 
are facing increasing scrutiny in regard to student academic success. We hope 
that the stories presented here will encourage administrators and faculty 
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INTRODUCTION  5

leaders to work with and for your adjunct faculty colleagues in new ways. If 
you are an adjunct faculty member, we hope you will be inspired by the sto-
ries included herein. If you are a faculty developer, we hope this work opens 
new avenues of programming relative to those who, we have found in our 
own experience, are most receptive of your help and attention.
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