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Abstract 

THE INFLUENCE OF PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCES ON ADJUNCT FACULTY 

TEACHING 

Jonathan Hsu, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2019 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Kelly Schrum 

 

Adjunct faculty are a diverse population who bring a range of experiences to the 

university classroom. The goal of this research was to explore how the professional 

experiences of adjunct faculty influence their teaching. It was found that adjunct faculty 

regularly incorporate professional experiences into their classroom teaching. They adopt 

a practice-first approach to education and are capable of enhancing student learning to 

help them prepare to enter the work force. This research contributes to the growing 

knowledge base on adjunct faculty in higher education by improving the understanding of 

adjunct faculty regarding the professional experiences they bring to the classroom and 

how their teaching is influenced. 

Keywords: adjunct faculty, professional experiences, higher education, pedagogy 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how the professional experiences of 

adjunct faculty influence their teaching. The impetus of this study was to better 

understand the pedagogical value that adjunct faculty represent through their professional 

experiences. This curiosity stems from the belief that adjunct faculty are positioned to 

provide unique pedagogical value and are more than a convenient work force whose role 

is to serve as an adequate substitute for traditional faculty. 

Many tenured, tenure-track, and full-time non-tenure-track faculty research and 

teach within an academic environment, follow similar career paths, and conform to 

accompanying cultural norms. Adjunct faculty, in contrast, are an eclectic cohort that 

represent a wide range of professional circumstances and experiences. The diverse 

backgrounds of adjunct faculty relative to their full-time colleagues offers a rich pool of 

experiences that should be leveraged for maximal value toward student learning (Gappa 

& Leslie, 1993). Investigating how adjunct faculty perceive these experiences is an initial 

step in better understanding the unique value that adjunct faculty contribute to higher 

education.  
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Who Are Adjunct Faculty? 

There is no universal definition for adjunct faculty and the designation can vary 

from institution to institution. Three terms are often used to refer to adjunct faculty: 

contingent faculty, part-time faculty, and adjunct faculty. According to the American 

Association of University Professors (AAUP; 2003), contingent faculty are defined as 

“both part- and full-time faculty who are appointed off the tenure track” (p. 170). While 

the definition for contingent faculty is straightforward, the terms “part-time faculty” and 

“adjunct faculty” are more ambiguous as they share varying degrees of overlap. 

According to the glossary from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 

(IPEDS; National Center for Education Statistics, 2014), part-time faculty is a generic 

classification to distinguish between full- and part-time faculty that is determined by the 

institution. The implication is that part-time faculty may still be tenured/tenure-track 

faculty, or they may be contingent. The term part-time is used to reference contingent 

faculty in discourse; however, it is in fact only a designation of time commitment and not 

a contractual status. Finally, the definition of adjunct faculty is clarified as non-tenure-

track, temporary, instructional staff who teach specific courses on a course-by-course 

basis.  

Despite sharing some similar qualities, contingent, part-time, and adjunct faculty 

are three distinct groups. Many scholars, however, use the designations interchangeably 

to describe adjunct faculty (e.g., American Federation of Teachers, 2010; Gappa & 

Leslie, 1993; Kezar & Maxey, 2012; Kezar & Maxey, 2013; Valadez & Anthony, 2001). 

In order to accommodate the distinctions outlined by IPEDS, the AAUP basic faculty 
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framework was expanded in 2014. The expanded framework identified a precise 

definition of adjunct faculty that this study adopted. The two groups that were explicitly 

segregated were both full- and part-time term faculty who receive benefits, salary, and 

have responsibilities beyond their teaching obligation. 

 

 

Figure 1. Basic and expanded faculty frameworks. American Association of University 

Professors. (2017). Background facts on contingent faculty. Retrieved from 

https://www.aaup.org/issues/contingency/background-facts. National Center for 

Education Data Statistics (n.d.). The integrated postsecondary education data 

system. Retrieved from https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/ 
 

 

 

Background and Significance 

Adjunct faculty have historically played a supportive teaching role in higher 

education. According to a report by the Association for the Study of Higher Education 

https://www.aaup.org/issues/contingency/background-facts
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(ASHE; 2010), adjunct faculty have come to represent a cost-effective, elastic, and 

expendable workforce to accommodate increases in enrollment and support core faculty. 

This definition is no longer accurate as adjunct faculty have grown to outnumber 

traditional tenured/tenure-track faculty and now teach the majority of classes in higher 

education (Bérubé & Ruth, 2016; Kezar & Maxey, 2012). The number of faculty in this 

role has increased significantly in recent years. Starting in the year 2010, adjunct faculty 

represented the largest group of teaching faculty in higher education, accounting for 51% 

(American Federation of Teachers, 2010). This is in stark contrast to 1970 when 

contingent faculty accounted for 30% of faculty, and 70% of faculty were tenured or 

tenure-track (Bérubé & Ruth, 2016). 

Although the reliance on adjunct faculty has grown, the institutional support and 

treatment of adjunct faculty has remained minimal when compared with tenured or 

tenure-track colleagues. Adjunct faculty receive low pay, are not entitled to benefits, and 

are unable to acquire long-term job security (Valadez & Anthony, 2001). Scholars have 

described the reliance on adjunct faculty as representing the short-term satisfaction of 

economic needs (Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006), the stratification of faculty into a 

dichotomous workforce (Schrecker, 2008), and the commoditization/deskilling of 

teachers (Donoghue, 2008). The institutional handling of adjunct faculty has become 

symbolic of institutions adopting a corporate model of business, known as the 

corporatization of higher education (Gulli, 2009; Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006; Way, 

2018). Central to these assertions is that a continued reliance on adjunct faculty in their 

current capacity is damaging to the quality of higher education. Despite being the largest 
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group of instructors in higher education, adjunct faculty continue to be spoken for and 

treated as a commodity.  

The prevalence of adjunct faculty in higher education has resulted in research and 

investigation, but thematically, much of the literature has taken on a diagnostic tone often 

assessing adjunct faculty against the institutional standard of tenured/tenure-track faculty 

as well as full-time non-tenure-track faculty. Studies have examined the influence of 

adjunct faculty on graduation rates (Jacoby, 2006), student transfer (Eagan & Jaeger, 

2009), and grade inflation (Kezim, Pariseau, & Quinn, 2005), finding a negative 

relationship between adjunct faculty and student success. These studies compare adjunct 

faculty to the standards of their full-time colleagues. Studies that compare adjunct faculty 

to their full-time colleagues implicitly establish that adjunct faculty are expected to 

perform equally well despite limited support. Benjamin (2002) and Umbach (2007) 

asserted that the treatment of adjunct faculty is responsible for gaps in performance. 

Identifying the treatment of adjunct faculty as a factor in their performance is critical in 

moving beyond the lens of a deficit model—investigating ways in which they do not 

match the expectations of full-time academicians. 

Despite the lack of support and negative relationship with student success 

indicators, the prevalence of adjunct faculty continues to increase. In some studies, 

adjunct faculty have been reported as having positive satisfaction levels (Maynard & 

Joseph, 2008; Valadez & Anthony, 2001). Some adjunct faculty are able to supplement 

their position with income from additional employment or from a spouse (Leslie & 

Gappa, 2002), while others voluntarily choose to teach part-time rather than full-time 
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(Maynard & Joseph, 2008). Most adjunct faculty report a strong sense of intrinsic 

motivation (Feldman & Turnley, 2001). Research on adjunct faculty has collectively 

identified them as highly motivated and deeply committed. Adjunct faculty rate 

themselves highly in teaching efficacy, but acknowledge their lack of preparedness for 

adverse situations such as teaching students with disabilities (Allison, Lynn, & 

Hoverman, 2014). Despite their positive overall satisfaction, adjunct faculty require 

improved support to maintain a quality educational experience (Hoyt, 2012; McLaughlin, 

2005). 

Despite the historically negative tone towards adjunct faculty, the narrative is 

beginning to shift. While research in the early 2000s focused on the ways in which 

adjunct faculty were deficient relative to traditional faculty, now research is being 

conducted that focuses on ways to support adjunct faculty (Allison et al., 2014; Kezar & 

Sam, 2013; Meixner, Kruck, & Madden, 2010). However, adjunct faculty are a diverse 

group with a variety of backgrounds and professional contexts. Adjunct faculty are often 

categorized based on the specific circumstances under which they teach part-time. 

Tuckman (1978) initially introduced a seven-category typology that was later refined to 

four by Gappa and Leslie (1993) who acknowledged that the contexts of adjunct faculty 

were too fluid and loosely defined categories were necessary to research and report on 

these experiences. 

The discussion about adjunct faculty is also pertinent to the current discourse on 

the role of higher education. At multiple points in the history of American higher 

education, legislation has positioned higher education as a vehicle for economic mobility 
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(Thelin, 2019). Students now expect higher education to prepare them for professional 

careers (Brint & Clotfelter, 2016); however, the majority of businesses report that 

graduates lack proficiency in critical workplace skills (Bauer-Wolf, 2018). The increased 

use of adjunct faculty has been correlated with a negative impact on student achievement, 

but many researchers posit this is due to a lack of support structures for these faculty 

(Allison et al., 2014; Kezar & Maxey, 2012; Umbach, 2007). Additionally, the number of 

Ph.D. graduates continues to increase while the availability of tenure-track positions 

continues to decrease (Bousquet & Nelson, 2008; Kezar & Maxey, 2016), representing a 

shrinking job market for emerging academics. 

The prevailing research on adjunct faculty has revolved around the narrative that 

adjunct faculty provide an economically savvy solution for institutions of higher 

education to use in response to rising enrollment that has had a negative impact on 

student achievement. While adjunct faculty are reported as being under supported, their 

satisfaction remains high, and they are motivated to continue their roles (Feldman & 

Turnley, 2001; Maynard & Joseph, 2008; Valadez & Anthony, 2001). Adjunct faculty are 

a diverse group who have historically been viewed through the lens of being less than 

traditional faculty. They are now being embraced as a population in need of support. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to acknowledge the unique backgrounds of adjunct 

faculty and investigate how their professional experiences influence their teaching. The 

study adds to the existing body of knowledge about the identity of adjunct faculty, in 

particular how their professional experiences influence their teaching. 
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Adjunct faculty are at the center of several institutional tensions in higher 

education. Academic leaders are striving to standardize courses to create equitable 

experiences for students while relying on a teaching population that is ill-supported and 

lacks formal training (Donoghue, 2008; Kezar, 2013). Yet adjunct faculty who take on 

courses in the hope of securing full-time employment have found little success (Schuster 

& Finkelstein, 2006). Furthermore, academic leaders do not believe that including 

adjunct faculty in institutional governance would impact student learning (Gehrke & 

Kezar, 2014). Additionally, adjunct faculty have reported a desire for mentorship from 

full-time faculty (Meixner et al., 2010) as adjuncts perceive higher education as a step 

towards employability (Brooks & Youngson, 2016) and expect to be prepared for 

professional careers (Brint & Clotfelter, 2016). The inclusion of employability skill 

modules using external experts has demonstrated a positive impact on student confidence 

(Scott, Connell, Thomson, & Willison, 2019). 

Acknowledging the role of higher education in workplace readiness, there is a 

need for research that examines pedagogy intended to address professional preparedness. 

Through this lens, new questions emerge regarding adjunct faculty. Are adjunct faculty 

positioned to enhance professional preparedness? In what ways, if any, do professional 

experiences influence the ways adjunct faculty teach? How do the qualities of adjunct 

faculty vary across categorizations? How have institutions responded in their recent 

treatment and support of adjunct faculty? 

Addressing these questions will help institutions understand the type of value 

adjunct faculty bring to their work in the classroom. The discourse surrounding adjunct 
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faculty is shifting to learn more about them as a population and what is necessary to 

support them. This study aims to contribute to the emerging line of inquiry by positioning 

them as a population with a diverse background and various professional experiences and 

helps to address the overarching question of whether adjunct faculty are able to provide 

pedagogy focused on preparing students for professional careers. 

Research Questions 

This study contributed to the adjunct faculty knowledge base by researching the 

following questions: 

1. In what ways do adjunct faculty incorporate their professional experiences 

into their teaching? 

2. In what ways do adjunct faculty perceive their professional experiences as 

facilitating their ability to guide student learning? 

3. In what ways do the professional experiences of adjunct faculty influence 

their relationships with the university? 

Overview of the Study 

The research questions that guided this study were investigated through the lens 

of pedagogy as it relates to preparing students for professional environments. Active 

adjunct faculty were interviewed regarding their professional experiences and the ways in 

which those experiences influenced their teaching. This data was analyzed for emergent 

themes, which were subsequently analyzed to answer the research questions. 

In the following chapter, I explore the existing literature relating to the role of 

higher education and adjunct faculty. This literature forms the rationale for conducting 
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the study which is framed by the stated conceptual framework. In Chapter 3, the methods 

for investigating the research questions are detailed. This involves discussing the design 

of the data collection and analysis and stating issues of bias and validity. In Chapter 4, the 

emergent themes from the analysis are presented and discussed. In Chapter 5, the themes 

are interpreted to answer the research questions as well as present recommendations for 

practice, policy, and future research. 
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

The purpose of this chapter is to establish the rationale for conducting research on 

the professional experiences of adjunct faculty. Over 50% of instructional faculty in 

higher education are part-time (American Association of University Professors, 2017). 

Research on adjunct faculty—the majority subset of part-time faculty—conducted in the 

early 21st century established that adjunct faculty have a negative impact on student 

achievement indicators, such as graduation rates (Ehrenberg & Zhang, 2005; Jacoby, 

2006), persistence (Benjamin, 2002), grade inflation (Kezim et al., 2005), and the use of 

effective teaching practices (Umbach, 2007). The results of these studies have been 

attributed in part to poor working conditions, such as a lack of institutional support 

(Landrum, 2009), an inability to maintain job security (Valadez & Anthony, 2001), and 

the lack of an organizing body such as unions (Shrecker, 2008). In fact, the working 

conditions of adjunct faculty have been described as exploitative (Gulli, 2009) and an 

example of the corporatization of higher education (Donoghue, 2008; Gulli, 2009; 

Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006; Way, 2018). 

To establish the necessity for conducting research on the professional experiences 

of adjunct faculty, the landscape of higher education and research focused on adjunct 

faculty were reviewed. From the review of the literature, the assertion is that improving 
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the utilization of adjunct faculty is in alignment with the current needs of higher 

education. Researching the professional experiences of adjunct faculty contributes to the 

body of knowledge by providing an understanding of how they can contribute to 

significant learning experiences. 

The Role of Higher Education 

Understanding higher education and its role in the larger context of society is the 

first step in determining what role adjunct faculty should play and how they should be 

supported in their efforts. American higher education has undergone many changes, one 

of which is the transition from its origin as independent institutions of scholarship to an 

integral component of economic health (Thelin, 2019). Through this transition, the role, 

utilization, and needs of adjunct faculty have also evolved. 

The evolution of American higher education. American higher education has 

undergone an evolution from its inception during the colonial period to the present day. 

According to Thelin (2019), the first higher education institutions, such as Harvard, 

William and Mary, Yale, and Princeton, were founded in part to develop the leadership 

skills of “gentlemen scholars” and clergy. As ties with England were severed, institutions 

moved further from government and religious affiliation. Higher education, however, still 

served the pursuit of intellectual inquiry and acculturation of the elite, directly serving a 

small percentage of the population. 

In 1862, the passage of the Morrill Act reflected the government’s interest in 

higher education as a lever in the economy (Thelin, 2019). The legislation gave federally 

owned land to states with the intention of expanding the number of institutions of higher 
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education and increasing skill development in agriculture, engineering, and military 

tactics to support the burgeoning agricultural and mechanical revolutions (Boyer, 2016). 

The resulting institutions represented a shift in the role of higher education as a growing 

number emphasized practical skill development and professional preparedness. The 

second Morrill Act of 1890 continued this trend. 

The government again played a significant role in the expansion of higher 

education through the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, commonly known as the 

Government Issue (GI) Bill. The purpose of the GI Bill was to help veterans reacclimate 

to society and develop job skills while the economy transitioned from wartime production 

(Boyer, 2016; Thelin, 2019). The GI Bill rapidly increased the number of students 

enrolled in higher education, drawing closer connections between higher education and 

society at large and further solidifying the role of higher education in supporting U.S. 

economic health. A report by the President’s Commission on Higher Education described 

college as “the means by which every citizen, youth, and adult, is enabled and 

encouraged to carry his education, formal and informal, as far as his native capacities 

permit” (Zook, 1947, p. 10). This statement described higher education as a vehicle of 

self-improvement, and the report advocated taking steps towards improving access for 

those previously unable to consider higher education.  

After the GI Bill, higher education experienced a swell in enrollment, but college 

was still unattainable for many. The Pell Grant program (U. S. Department of Education, 

n.d.), created through the Higher Education Act of 1965 and subsequent amendments, 

helped make college a viable financial option for those who traditionally were unable to 
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afford higher education while buoying slowing higher education enrollments. Higher 

education institutions continued their growing trend as a vehicle of economic mobility. In 

1972, the Carnegie Commission conducted a survey of student and faculty opinions. The 

study found that among surveyed undergraduate students, 77% believed that learning to 

get along with people was an essential aspect of their education, 72% believed that the 

formation of values and goals was essential, and 57% believed that training and skills for 

an occupation were essential (Wolfe, 1974). This finding demonstrated that students 

placed a strong emphasis on occupational training. Furthermore, the results of the survey 

also supported the connection between higher education and economic prosperity. 

Among the graduate students surveyed, 84% sought further education with the goal of 

increasing their earning power (Wolfe, 1974). At this point in history, students equated 

occupational preparedness and economic improvement with their commitment to higher 

education. 

In 2019, higher education has become part of a progression for many students 

after secondary school en route to a career. Historically, higher education has been 

related to increased employability and earning potential (Brooks & Youngson, 2016; 

Haverman & Smeeding, 2006). Student expectations have shifted toward experiences that 

will aid them professionally over those that improve their skills in academic inquiry 

(Brint & Clotfelter, 2016; Voss, Gruber, & Szmigin, 2007). Employers have followed 

this shift as they believe workplace skills, such as communication, ethical judgement, and 

critical thinking, are most important for students to learn (Hart Research Associates, 

2015). As a result, business has an interest in shaping higher education practices. 
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According to Tomlinson (2008), businesses indirectly influence higher education through 

their hiring practices, which shape students’ definition of professional preparedness. 

George Mason University, for example, began offering a digital technology credential in 

2019, which was crafted with “unusually detailed guidance from major businesses in the 

Washington region” (Anderson, 2019). 

Higher education’s role in serving America’s socioeconomic needs has clearly 

grown from its beginnings as a vehicle for the development of clergy and gentlemen to 

the present day. The introduction of legislation and the changing attitudes of students and 

employers have shifted some responsibility for professional preparedness on higher 

education institutions. At the same time, legislative support and funding for public 

universities has declined in the 21st century, resulting in dramatic tuition increases 

(Bérubé & Ruth, 2016). In the face of debilitating student debt, the ability to justify the 

cost of higher education is more important than ever. Students expect improved 

employability and earning potential from continuing their education (Brooks & 

Youngson, 2016; Donald, Ashleigh, & Baruch, 2017). Research focused on the bridge 

between academic and professional contexts is especially relevant in this climate. 

The Corporatization of Higher Education 

As the role of higher education evolved, so too did the administration and 

dynamics of running a higher education institution. In addition to signifying the federal 

government’s interest in higher education, the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890 and the 

Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 led to increased student enrollment across the 

country and an increased element of competition between institutions. The Pell grants 



16 

 

program (U. S. Department of Education, n.d.) improved student choice as they were 

awarded directly to students rather than to universities, thus allowing more flexibility in 

selecting an institution (Thelin, 2019). Through the 20th century, the increased reliance 

on higher education coupled with the growth of institutions and swell of student 

enrollment led to an environment of heightened competition for recruiting and retaining 

students. 

The increase in student options introduced elements of consumerism (Tomlinson, 

2017) to higher education, and institutions responded by adopting increasingly business-

like practices. These business practices include a redistribution of the academic 

workforce (Bérubé & Ruth, 2016; Bousquet & Nelson, 2008; Donoghue, 2008; Mills, 

2012), limiting the mobility of faculty (Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006), and the deskilling 

or commoditization of teaching (Bérubé & Ruth, 2016; Donoghue, 2008). This adaptation 

is referred to as the corporatization of higher education and has been tied to the erosion of 

academic freedom (Donoghue, 2008; Schrecker, 2008, 2010), hiring practices of 

institutions (Bousquet, 2008; Cross & Goldenberg, 2011; Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006), 

and exploitation of adjunct faculty (Bousquet, 2008; Cross & Goldenberg, 2011; 

Donoghue, 2008; Gulli, 2009; Schrecker, 2008, 2010). 

Higher education has experienced a dramatic shift in the composition of its 

faculty. In 1970, 70% of teaching faculty were tenured/tenure-track. In 2016, 70% of 

teaching faculty were contingent (Bérubé & Ruth, 2016). In addition to the new 

distribution of teaching faculty, academic leadership has transformed to accommodate a 

permanent administrative class whose responsibility is the successful management of 
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their institutions similar to a business (Mills, 2012). These administrators are some of the 

highest paid members of the institutions and have benefitted the most from the 

corporatization of higher education (Mills, 2012). As for the professoriate, the erosion of 

the traditional professor has given rise to contingent (non-tenure-track) faculty. 

Contingent faculty, comprised of both full-time (term) and part-time (adjunct) faculty, 

typically experience limited academic freedom (Donoghue, 2008; Schrecker, 2008) and 

advancement opportunities (Bousquet & Nelson, 2008; Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006). 

Adjunct faculty also commonly receive poor teaching support, are not provided with 

benefits, and are excluded from institutional governance (Allison et al., 2014; Valadez & 

Anthony, 2001). As tenured/tenure-track faculty retire, there are concerns over their 

replacement with unprepared adjunct faculty (Christensen, 2008). 

Academic freedom has traditionally referred to protecting the pursuit of scholarly 

inquiry; however, academic freedom has a different meaning for the new contingent 

professoriate. As contingent faculty responsibilities are predominantly focused on 

teaching, limited academic freedom refers to a relative lack of job security (Bérubé & 

Ruth, 2016). Both term and adjunct faculty do not have the reassurance of tenured/tenure-

track positions. Their increased use is consistent with corporate management practices 

(Cross & Goldenberg, 2011) which has created an environment where the institution 

holds significant control over the teaching faculty (Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006) while 

insulating institutions from systems of professional review (Bérubé & Ruth, 2016). This 

is important because contingent faculty are not in a position to help themselves. The 

reduction in freedom has caused the voices of contingent workers to be minimized under 
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the pretense of satisfying economic needs (Bousquet & Nelson, 2008; Cross & 

Goldenberg, 2011). 

The shift towards a predominantly contingent faculty has affected power 

dynamics, such as academic freedom between institutions and their professoriate. Many 

researchers argue that the desire to maintain control is a primary factor in the changes of 

faculty composition (Bousquet & Nelson, 2008; Donoghue, 2008; Schuster & 

Finkelstein, 2006). As the professoriate has separated into a new hierarchy—

tenure/tenure-track, full-time non-tenure track, and part-time non-tenure-track—

opportunities for advancement have been limited. Adjunct faculty have minimal 

opportunities for full-time employment while term faculty show a similar lack of 

progression towards tenured/tenure-track positions (Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006; 

Valadez & Anthony, 2001). Additionally, Bousquet and Nelson critiqued the practice of 

hiring graduate students as part-time faculty asserting that it creates a system where 

aspiring academics are cannibalizing their own job market. These practices have been 

recognized as evidence of corporatization (Camacho & Rhoads, 2015) and a contributing 

factor to low levels of satisfaction in adjunct faculty (Allison et al., 2014). 

As institutions have relied more on contingent faculty, the literature indicates an 

effort to deskill or commoditize teaching in further support of the corporatization of 

higher education. The rise of online education, learning management systems (LMS), and 

growth in accrediting organizations has enabled institutions to package learning 

irrespective of the professor (Dononghue, 2008). As structure and extensibility increases, 

the perceived need for a highly skilled faculty diminishes. The growth in contingent 
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faculty appointments, especially adjunct faculty, contributes to the deskilling of teaching. 

That is not to say that adjunct faculty are lesser teachers, but rather that it is difficult to 

empirically determine and enforce standards on teaching due to their transient nature 

(Bérubé & Ruth, 2016).  

The literature is divided when discussing the ethics of institutions regarding the 

corporatization of higher education. Researchers, such as Schuster and Finkelstein (2006) 

and Cross and Goldenberg (2011), criticized the direction that higher education is moving 

but stopped short of institutional malfeasance by interpreting the use of corporatization 

practices as reactionary to the changing landscape of higher education. Gappa, Austin, 

and Trice (2007) posited that the low pay of adjunct faculty is explained by the 

prevalence of dual employment implying that the sum of compensation across multiple 

professions is adequate. Others such as Gulli (2009) posited that the treatment of adjunct 

faculty is exploitative and unethical. Adopting the perspective that human rights are 

universal and apply to the workplace, contingent labor is defined as a violation of human 

rights by the systematic constriction of individuals unable to live a “life of dignity,” 

meaning individuals who “fully and richly develop their potentialities” (Gulli, 2009, p. 

3). The lack of mobility among adjunct faculty within the academic hierarchy supports 

Gulli’s claim that faculty cannot pursue their potential as a result of corporatization 

practices. 

The resistance of efforts by faculty to unionize can be interpreted as supporting 

Gulli’s (2009) position of systemic oppression. Multiple attempts have been made by 

non-tenure-track faculty to unionize, and while early efforts, such as the New York 
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University strike of 2006, were ineffective, momentum has been building around this 

issue (Camacho & Rhoads, 2015; Schrecker, 2008; Tolley, 2018). According to Camacho 

and Rhoads, institutions argued that unionization was to the detriment of a collegial 

community; however, this claim was discredited as an effort to preserve an environment 

of authority. Corporate practices in higher education have elicited a corporate response in 

the increasing presence of unions for intellectual workers. The bifurcation of institution 

and faculty is evidence that corporate practices have cemented themselves in higher 

education. 

Understanding Adjunct Faculty 

As the role of higher education and its practices have changed over time, so too 

has the adjunct faculty population. A review of the existing literature on adjunct faculty 

shows that research coalesces around three primary lines of inquiry: (1) How are adjunct 

faculty treated and how do they feel about it? (2) How do adjunct faculty compare to 

traditional faculty? and (3) How can adjunct faculty be categorized? These lines of 

inquiry dominate the current research landscape. They fall short, however, by not 

investigating the ways in which adjunct faculty may provide an important and value-

added extension of the teaching faculty. 

The treatment and attitudes of adjunct faculty. The treatment of adjunct 

faculty has been described as exploitative by Gulli’s (2009) review of management 

practices. This position is similarly represented in Kezar’s (2013) definition of four 

archetypical cultures relating to the treatment of adjunct faculty: destructive, neutral, 

inclusive, and learning. The variability in institutional culture makes it difficult to 
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research adjunct faculty as a population and ascribe broader meaning to findings. 

Research has been conducted to examine the attitudes of adjunct faculty as well as 

academic leaders regarding the treatment of adjunct faculty and how that has shaped the 

relationship between adjunct and institution. 

The work of Valadez and Anthony (2001), Maynard and Joseph (2008), and 

Feldman and Turnley (2001) together craft a narrative that adjunct faculty as a population 

are motivated and satisfied with their work. The faculty studied, however, also 

experience varying degrees of satisfaction with the support provided to them. 

Measuring job satisfaction across four indicators—autonomy, demands and 

rewards, students, and overall job satisfaction—Valadez and Anthony (2001) found that 

adjunct faculty were satisfied overall but expressed concern about salary, benefits, and 

long-term job security. Consequently, Valadez and Anthony attributed the low levels of 

institutional commitment to the dissatisfaction in support structures. These findings 

correlate with the theory of corporatization in higher education and provided a baseline to 

establish the disparity between high adjunct faculty motivation and low feelings of 

support. 

Subsequent research on adjunct faculty satisfaction introduced elements of 

disaggregating adjunct faculty across a variety of dimensions, such as voluntary versus 

involuntary (Maynard & Joseph, 2008) and career stage (Feldman & Turnley, 2001). 

These researchers recognized the influence context may play in the reporting of 

satisfaction. Maynard and Joseph investigated a hypothesis that voluntary and 

involuntary status influences the satisfaction of part-time faculty. Their study found that 
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the job satisfaction of voluntary, part-time faculty more closely resembled full-time 

faculty than involuntary, part-time faculty. Additionally, the three areas of greatest 

dissatisfaction among involuntary, part-time faculty were advancement, compensation, 

and job security. These findings corroborate with the findings of Anthony and Valadez 

(2001), while further clarifying that dissatisfaction is predominantly found among part-

time faculty who do not wish to be part-time. 

Continuing the line of inquiry on the attitudes of adjunct faculty, Feldman and 

Turnley (2001) further investigated satisfaction and professional commitment by 

disaggregating by career stage. They found that overall, participants were intrinsically 

motivated and dissatisfied with extrinsic motivators, such as pay, benefits, and 

advancement opportunities. When factoring in career stage, adjunct faculty in the later 

stages of their career reported less dissatisfaction and higher levels of commitment than 

younger participants. These findings were supported by Allison et al.  (2014) who found 

that the majority of contingent faculty over the age of 60 believed that consideration for a 

tenure/tenure-track position was extremely unimportant (70%), whereas the majority of 

adjunct faculty under the age of 40 believed it to be extremely important (53%).  

These studies demonstrate that adjunct faculty are consistently motivated and 

satisfied with their work in the classroom, but the individual context of an adjunct can 

play a dramatic role in their perception of institutional support. Adjunct faculty who are 

older are less likely to be dissatisfied (Feldman & Turnley, 2001) as are adjunct faculty 

who are voluntarily, part-time (Maynard & Joseph, 2008). The findings from these 

studies are consistent as younger adjunct faculty are more likely to be pursuing a full-
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time career in academia (Allison et al., 2014). Similarly, older adjunct faculty are more 

likely to be part-time by choice. Reflecting on the design decisions and findings of the 

studies, it is important to acknowledge the impact of individual circumstance and the 

importance of carefully analyzing the experiences of adjunct faculty within their specific 

contexts and not as one homogeneous group. 

The invisibility of adjunct faculty. This area of research focuses on the general 

neglect of adjunct faculty, which has been primarily attributed to their legacy status as 

temporary contingent labor (Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006). 

The lack of support for adjunct faculty is not unknown to academic leaders. 

According to Gehrke and Kezar (2014), academic leaders including presidents and 

provosts, acknowledge that improved support for adjunct faculty would contribute to 

student learning; however, the implementation of these support policies is not viewed as a 

priority. Among the 14 support policies included in the survey, “professional 

development relating to teaching” was most frequently believed to contribute to student 

learning (70%). When asked if their institutions should provide such professional 

development for adjunct faculty at their institutions, however, these academic leaders 

ranked it sixth. Similarly, 48% believed that structured mentoring would contribute to 

student learning, but only 31% of institutions provided this support. This finding is 

significant because it demonstrates that academic leaders recognize the benefits of 

providing support for adjunct faculty, but do not regularly offer this support or prioritize 

its creation. Aside from professional development, formal orientation was the only other 

support for contingent faculty that the majority of academic leaders believed contributed 
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to student learning. The overall lack of perceived impact that adjunct faculty support 

would play in student learning illustrates that adjunct faculty are perceived as faculty who 

should be kept at a distance from institutional governance. 

Gehrke and Kezar (2014) further identified that of the academic leaders surveyed, 

only 14% of these individuals supported the involvement of adjunct faculty in 

institutional governance, and only five percent believed this involvement contributed to 

student learning. While the previously reviewed literature intimated that adjunct faculty 

may be misunderstood in being handled as a homogeneous group, these findings 

demonstrate that in addition, adjunct faculty may simply be neglected by institutional 

leaders. 

Gehrke and Kezar’s (2014) study provided a critical investigation into the beliefs 

and subsequent treatment of contingent faculty. Academic leaders acknowledged that 

support policies for contingent faculty would contribute to student learning, yet the 

relative importance of enacting such policies was weak. Academic leaders were unified 

in their belief that the participation of adjunct faculty in institutional governance was not 

beneficial for student learning. The perception and treatment of adjunct faculty reinforces 

the corporatization of higher education theme as adjunct faculty are not considered a part 

of the governance structure. 

The research demonstrates that adjunct faculty exist within a culture of 

invisibility, especially for academic leaders. Adjunct faculty report frequent examples of 

poor engagement, such as lackadaisical hiring practices, the absence of formal 

evaluations (Jolley, Cross, & Bryant, 2014), lack of outreach and guidance on navigating 
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challenges, and lack of skill development to improve their teaching (Meixner et al., 

2010). The lack of departmental or peer evaluations is particularly troubling as it often 

leads to institutional-level student evaluations serving as the only measure of feedback on 

adjunct performance (Jolley et al., 2014). In this scenario, adjunct faculty are beholden to 

their students and student evaluations because they lack job security (Valadez & 

Anthony, 2001). Moreover, questions on evaluations such as “access to instructors 

outside of class time” or “convenient office hours” place adjunct faculty at a 

disadvantage as they often are dually employed (Gappa & Leslie, 2002), rarely provided 

office space, and so less likely to be available on campus beyond class hours 

(McLaughlin, 2005).  

The lack of investment in adjunct faculty can be interpreted as being aligned with 

the deskilling of teaching, a characteristic of the corporatization of higher education 

(Donoghue, 2008). The attitudes of academic leaders demonstrate that adjunct faculty are 

treated as outsiders. Consequently, adjunct faculty feel invisible to their departments and 

ultimately disadvantaged as educators. 

Comparing adjunct faculty to traditional faculty. Despite receiving a fraction 

of the support that full-time faculty are provided, adjunct faculty have been tasked with 

producing an equal learning experience for students. This branch of research on adjunct 

faculty focuses on the ways in which adjunct faculty compare to their traditional and full-

time colleagues. Much of the existing literature uses tenured/tenure-track faculty as a de 

facto standard or an implied control group. Adjunct faculty are then researched to see in 

what ways they do or do not measure up to traditional faculty. 
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As adjunct faculty grew in numbers to became a majority of the teaching 

population, questions regarding the effects on student learning arose. Traditional faculty 

allocate more out-of-class time to student learning compared to adjunct faculty 

(Benjamin, 2002). Used as a proxy for student interactions—an indicator that positively 

correlates with persistence (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005) —Benjamin concluded 

that cost-saving “is a reasonable objective but it is not the same as cost-effectiveness—

especially if, as is the case, it substantially detracts from educational quality” (2002, p. 6). 

Due to a lack of systematic measure to compare teaching effectiveness, he posited that 

the ratio of adjunct faculty should be a point of scrutiny investigated by accrediting 

organizations. Benjamin’s study is an example of the assumptive model of adjunct 

faculty evaluation that omits differences in support, governance, and expectations, 

comparing traditional and adjunct faculty as if equal. 

Adjunct faculty have also been found to negatively impact graduation rates in 

community colleges (Jacoby, 2006), as well as universities (Ehrenberg & Zhang, 2005), 

and are correlated with grade inflation (Kezim et al., 2005). The greater prevalence of 

grade inflation for courses taught by adjunct faculty is troublesome, but when synthesized 

with the study by Jolley et al. (2014), it is more understandable. Students’ expected 

grades have been found to correlate with evaluation scores (Ewing, 2012), so it is not 

surprising that adjunct faculty feel pressured to teach to the evaluation as it is their 

primary means of assessment. 

Jacoby (2006) categorized institutional-level data to conclude that regardless of 

faculty-to-student ratio, a higher prevalence of adjunct faculty correlated with a reduction 
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in graduation rates. For community colleges with low (poor) faculty-student ratios, those 

with low adjunct faculty ratios had a graduation rate of 25%, whereas those with high 

adjunct faculty ratios had a graduation rate of 21.1%. Similarly, for community colleges 

with high (good) faculty-student ratios, those with low adjunct faculty ratios had a 

graduation rate of 34.6%, whereas those with high adjunct faculty ratios had a graduation 

rate of 26%. 

Benjamin (2002), Jacoby (2006), and Ehrenberg and Zhang (2005) posited that 

the negative correlation between adjunct faculty and student outcomes is troublesome and 

that institutions must adapt or face heightened scrutiny. Ehrenberg and Zhang were 

particularly prescriptive, attributing the deficiency to unsupportive policies and a harmful 

culture regarding adjunct faculty. The findings of Kezim et al. (2005) can be interpreted 

as effects of these practices. 

The research on adjunct faculty has not unanimously found adjunct faculty to be 

deficient relative to traditional faculty. Landrum’s (2009) comparison of the impact of 

part-time and full-time faculty on teaching outcomes and grade distribution yielded no 

statistically significant difference between the two populations. Landrum adopted a more 

optimistic perspective on adjunct faculty stating that “care must be taken not to abuse 

part-time faculty and their remarkable ability to accomplish similar teaching and learning 

outcomes with reduced resources” (p. 26). This interpretation resonates with the high 

levels of motivation by adjunct faculty despite minimal support (Feldman & Turnley, 

2001; Maynard & Joseph, 2008; Valadez & Anthony, 2001). 
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Findings by Bettinger and Long (2010) on adjunct faculty exposure and student 

interest contradicted the research indicating that adjunct faculty have a negative effect on 

student persistence (Ehrenberg & Zhang, 2005). When examining whether or not adjunct 

faculty as instructors of introductory courses impacted the subsequent interest of students 

in a subject, Bettinger and Long found that adjunct faculty tended to have a positive or no 

impact on student interest. Additionally, the impact was more pronounced in fields 

directly tied to occupations such as education or engineering, as well as for older adjunct 

faculty. The inference is made that the practical industry experience of older adjunct 

faculty translates into value in the classroom. 

Eagan and Jaegar (2009) framed the deficiency of adjunct faculty by exploring 

their impact on student progress (Eagan & Jaeger, 2009; Jaeger & Eagan, 2011a, 2011b). 

It was found that for community college students, exposure to adjunct faculty lowered 

their likelihood of transferring to a 4-year college or university (Eagan & Jaeger, 2009). 

The interpretation of the findings was that traditional faculty were better equipped at 

setting a foundation for community college students. When Jaeger and Eagan found a 

negative relationship between adjunct faculty and student retention in 4-year public 

universities, a similar conclusion was posited that first-year students are a poor fit for 

adjunct faculty. Finally, Jaegar and Eagan re-analyzed their 2009 data set to separate by 

academic program. They found no significant difference in transfer rate between different 

academic programs and engagement with adjunct faculty signifying that certain academic 

programs do not display the negatively correlation more or less strongly than the overall 

statistic.  
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The sequence of studies by Jaeger and Eagan (2011a, 2011b) are important 

additions to the extant literature. The studies demonstrate that adjunct faculty are less 

effective at executing high-level institutional goals, institution type must be taken into 

consideration when researching adjunct faculty, and that qualities of adjunct faculty may 

be better suited for certain types of courses. These insights are complementary to the fact 

that academic leaders choose to exclude adjunct faculty from institutional governance 

(Gehrke & Kezar 2014), and adjunct faculty are less prepared regarding institutional 

policies (Jolley et al., 2014). Additionally, the decision to choose only community college 

or 4-year universities in each study acknowledges the diversity in campus culture and its 

potential impact on adjunct faculty. 

Choosing to investigate the behaviors of adjunct faculty rather than student 

outcomes, Umbach (2007) questioned whether the proportion of adjunct faculty impacted 

the ability of the institution to demonstrate effective teaching practices. An analysis of 

data from the 2004 Faculty Survey of Student Engagement (Indiana University, 2019) 

found that the presence of adjunct faculty negatively correlated to teaching effectiveness. 

Although Umbach recommended that “students who wish to have frequent interactions 

with their faculty, who want to learn in an active and collaborative environment, and who 

seek to be challenged academically would be wise to consider the make-up of the 

faculty” (2007, p. 112), he also echoed Landrum (2009) by attributing the deficiency to a 

lack of institutional support. He posited that increased support would facilitate reciprocity 

from adjunct faculty in the form of improved effective teaching practices. 



30 

 

Much of the narrative when assessing the performance of adjunct faculty has been 

focused on a deficiency model asserting that adjunct faculty are less effective teachers 

because they allocate less time to students (Benjamin, 2002), negatively impact 

graduation rates (Ehrenberg & Zhang, 2005; Jacoby, 2006), and negatively impact 

persistence in community colleges (Eagan & Jaeger, 2009; Jaeger & Eagan, 2011b) as 

well as 4-year public universities (Jaeger & Eagan, 2011a). Moreover, adjunct faculty are 

less likely to demonstrate effective teaching practices (Umbach, 2007). Yet, the former 

line of inquiry established adjunct faculty as a highly motivated population (Feldman & 

Turnley, 2001; Valadez & Anthony, 2001). The disparity is most commonly attributed to 

the lack of support provided for adjunct faculty (Benjamin, 2002; Ehrenberg & Zhang, 

2005; Feldman & Turnley, 2001; Jacoby, 2006; Valadez & Anthony, 2001). 

The categorization of adjunct faculty. The reviewed literature on adjunct 

faculty has illustrated the institution’s leveraging of adjunct faculty as a resource as well 

as dissatisfaction on the part of adjunct faculty with their treatment. The circumstances of 

adjunct faculty employment, such as involuntary versus voluntary (Maynard & Joseph, 

2008) and career stage (Feldman & Turnley, 2001) play a large role in how adjunct 

faculty experience their employment. Additionally, Bettinger and Long (2010) identified 

an effectiveness bias towards older adjunct faculty in profession-based fields such as 

education and engineering. Research on the diversity of adjunct faculty has found 

explanation for the results in the aforementioned circumstances. 

When disaggregating adjunct faculty and defining them as a heterogenous 

population, professional context is often the primary distinction between groups. A 
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typology for adjunct faculty was first proposed by Tuckman (1978) who surveyed 3,763 

part-time faculty from 128 institutions. At the time of Tuckman’s research, part-time 

faculty were defined by three criteria: (a) a workload less than full-time faculty at the 

respective institution; (b) not being a student who is employed within the same 

department as their program; or (c) being full-time faculty who voluntarily chose a 

reduced role. 

Investigating the participants’ reasoning for choosing to teach part-time, the 

following seven mutually exclusive categories were identified: (a) semi-retired, (b) 

student, (c) hopeful full-time, (d) full-mooner, (e) home-worker, (f) part-mooner, and (g) 

part-unknowner. Although Tuckman succeeded in illustrating the diverse nature of part-

time faculty, the combination of mutual exclusivity and rigidity of categorical definition 

failed to acknowledge the fluidity of part-time faculty. Building upon Tuckman’s 

typology of part-time faculty, Gappa and Leslie (1993) asserted a new typology through 

their qualitative study of part-time faculty, administrators, and senior faculty.  

Two main contributions emerged from the findings of Gappa and Leslie’s (1993) 

study. The first focused on the current environment for part-time faculty, revising 

Tuckman’s (1978) 7-point typology for a looser 4-point typology: (a) career enders; (b) 

specialists, experts, and professionals; (c) aspiring academics; and (d) freelancers. The 

revised typology consolidated and broadened Tuckman’s categories and also emphasized 

the fluidity of part-time faculties’ motivations and contexts. 

The second contribution was a set of themes focused on the trends of part-time 

faculty employment. Derived from the experiences of participants, Gappa and Leslie 
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(1993) recommended 43 practices for institutions to better support part-time faculty. The 

recommendations by Gappa and Leslie recognized that part-time faculty must be 

integrated into the academic community and treated as equals as they are responsible for 

the majority of teaching.  

Gappa and Leslie’s (1993) revision of Tuckman’s (1987) typology continues to 

serve as the primary method of classifying adjunct faculty. Other research has identified 

faculty by employment responsibilities (Baldwin & Chronister, 2001), voluntary versus 

involuntary appointment (Maynard & Joseph, 2008), or type of institution (Levin, Kater, 

& Wagoner, 2006); however, these studies have not taken a holistic view of adjunct 

faculty for the purpose of understanding the characteristics that differentiate them. 

Expanding on the findings of their 1993 study, Leslie and Gappa (2002) sought to 

better understand dual-employed adjunct faculty. Analyzing national survey data, the 

authors proposed an alternative explanation for the disconnect between positive job 

satisfaction and concerns with institutional support. They concluded that a substantial 

percentage of adjunct faculty hold non-teaching jobs aside from their teaching positions. 

As a result, adjunct faculty “look more like full-time faculty than is sometimes assumed” 

due to their “interests, attitudes, and motives [which] are relatively similar” (Leslie & 

Gappa, 2002, p. 67). This finding is important as it demonstrates that adjunct satisfaction 

should be analyzed holistically. Moreover, Leslie and Gappa acknowledged that different 

types of adjuncts, as per their previous typology, have different sets of needs, wants, and 

ambitions. Despite finding that dual-employed adjunct faculty may be accepting of the 

treatment by institutions because they have additional sources of income and support, 
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Leslie and Gappa still recognized the integral nature of adjunct faculty and asserted that it 

is in the best interest of higher education to cultivate adjunct faculty to reap the long-term 

benefits of a more effective, satisfied, and loyal faculty. 

While the body of literature on the diversity of adjunct faculty is not extensive, 

the variety of circumstances and attitudes are clear. Adjunct faculty are an eclectic 

population, and each individual’s circumstances dramatically influence their needs. 

Rationale for Research 

As illustrated by the research findings discussed in this chapter, it is known that 

adjunct faculty are a diverse population with a wide range of motivations, and studies 

show that adjunct faculty appear to have a negative impact on student outcomes, such as 

retention rates, transfer rates, and inclusion of effective teaching practices. Further, 

research shows that adjunct faculty generally experience poorer working conditions than 

their full-time counterparts through low wages, lack of benefits, and minimal job 

security. However, there is a gap in the literature regarding adjunct faculty evidenced by 

the inability to leverage adjunct faculty as a value-added resource rather than a cost-

effective surplus of laborers.  

The earlier literature on adjunct faculty has created a narrative of deficiency, but 

the focus of research has begun to change. Adjunct faculty are beginning to be 

investigated as a group that should be better understood and have the potential to 

positively impact student learning. As a result, new questions arise. Are there topics or 

courses to which adjunct faculty are better suited? How do adjunct faculty facilitate or 

hinder the role of higher education as an economic lever for professional preparedness? 
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Do differences in adjunct faculty influence their effectiveness or perspectives on 

teaching? 

Researching the professional experiences of adjunct faculty is a timely and 

pertinent inquiry. The professional experiences of adjunct faculty may shape their 

formation of pedagogy as well as their ability to deliver pedagogically rich experiences. 

The wealth of professional experiences many adjuncts possess may also represent a 

contextual knowledge of workplace expectations and practical skills that students desire. 

However, adjunct faculty are a markedly diverse population and little is known about 

their experiences. The identity of adjunct faculty will be better defined through this 

research. Moreover, this research will aid in adjusting the narrative on adjunct faculty as 

subordinates, subject to the environment and policies in which they exist. Adjunct faculty 

are a valuable addition to the professoriate that may bring diversity and well-roundedness 

to the education of students. 

Conceptual Framework 

To frame my inquiry and define the concepts that I assume to be true, I developed 

a conceptual framework to investigate the professional experiences of adjunct faculty. 

Miles and Huberman (1994) defined the purpose of a conceptual framework as 

“explain[ing], either graphically or in narrative form, the main things to be studied—the 

key factors, concepts, or variables—and the presumed relationships among them” (p. 18). 

According to Maxwell (2013), a conceptual framework is “constructed, not found. It 

incorporates pieces that are borrowed from elsewhere, but the structure, the overall 

coherence, is something that you build” (p. 41). The conceptual framework for this study 
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borrowed from the concept of pedagogical content knowledge (PCK). The foundation of 

this theory was extended to posit a new framework for understanding the contribution of 

professional experiences to pedagogical formation. 

Pedagogical content knowledge. Initially asserted by Shulman (1986), 

pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) is a concept that addresses the dissociation of 

content knowledge from pedagogical knowledge. Through his review of the research on 

pedagogy, Shulman identified a focus in the research on classroom organization and 

management, overlooking “questions about the content of the lessons taught, the 

questions asked, and the explanations offered” (1986, p. 8). Shulman described the 

missing paradigm as “a blind spot with respect to content that now characterizes most 

research on teaching and, as a consequence, most of our state-level programs of teacher 

evaluation and certification” (1986, p. 8). The implication of Shulman’s critique was that 

knowledge of the content in a classroom does not necessarily qualify someone as an 

effective teacher. 

Shulman’s (1986) proposed solution—pedagogical content knowledge—is “a 

second kind of content knowledge” that “goes beyond knowledge of subject matter per se 

to the dimension of subject matter knowledge for teaching” (p. 9). Shulman described 

expertise in PCK as expressed through the understanding of making subject matter 

comprehensible to others, understanding what makes learning a specific subject easy or 

difficult, and understanding the preconceptions of students learning the subject. 

Expanding on his initial proposition of PCK, Shulman (1987) elaborated on the 

complexities of teacher knowledge and its resultant impact on PCK. In addition to the 
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originally defined content knowledge, general pedagogical knowledge, and pedagogical 

content knowledge, Shulman posited a minimum list of “category headings” for teacher 

knowledge by identifying the following: (a) curriculum knowledge, with particular grasp 

of the materials and programs that serve as tools of the trade for teachers; (b) knowledge 

of learners and their characteristics; (c) knowledge of educational contexts, ranging from 

the workings of a group or classroom, to the governance and financing of school districts, 

to the character of communities and cultures; and (d) knowledge of educational ends, 

purposes, and values, and their philosophical and historical grounds (1987, p. 8). This 

expanded view of teacher knowledge demonstrates a need for theory, context, and 

practice in order to be effective. 

Morine-Dershimer and Kent (1999) expanded on the concept of PCK to include 

the experiences of the individual in its formation—personal pedagogical knowledge. Two 

sources that influence personal pedagogical knowledge were identified: personal beliefs 

and perceptions of teaching and learning and personal practical experience working in 

classroom settings. Morine-Dershimer and Kent illustrated the role experiences play in 

the formation of knowledge. Their framework asserts that personal pedagogical 

knowledge is a source of reflection to influence both general pedagogical knowledge and 

context specific pedagogical knowledge. 

Shulman (1986, 1987) introduced the concept of PCK to make sense of the 

distinction between possessing content knowledge and possessing content knowledge for 

the purpose of teaching. Through the framework of PCK, expertise is mastery of 

facilitating student learning. Shulman later refined his thoughts on PCK to posit that the 
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presence and balance of theory, context, and practice are necessary with regard to 

demonstrated PCK. 

PCK is a foundational theory in the scholarship of teaching and learning as it 

places the skill of teaching equal with and distinct from traditional content knowledge. 

Students in higher education, for the purpose of economic prosperity, seek a specific type 

of knowledge, which will prepare them professionally. As such, to meet student needs, a 

shift in what is defined as “content” is necessary. This capacity to relate theory to practice 

is a critical ability for the professoriate of today. Under the assumption that content is 

centered on practical knowledge, PCK is conceptualized as the ability to teach practical 

knowledge. 

Signature pedagogies. In Shulman’s (2005) article, Signature Pedagogies in the 

Professions, he identified that the pedagogy of professional schooling  

must measure up to the standards not just of the academy, but also of the 

particular professions. Professional education is not education for understanding 

alone; it is preparation for accomplished and responsible practice in the service of 

others. It is preparation for “good work” (p. 53). 

 The introduction of signature pedagogies defines “types of teaching that organize 

the fundamental ways in which future practitioners are educated for their new 

professions” (Shulman, 2005, p. 52). They are identifiable as “the forms of instruction 

that leap to mind when we first think about the preparation of members of particular 

professions” (Shulman, 2005, p. 52). While PCK acknowledged pedagogy specific to a 
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discipline, signature pedagogies assert the role professional preparedness plays in 

developing effective pedagogical practice. 

Shulman (2005) defined a signature pedagogy as having three dimensions: (a) 

surface structure, (b) deep structure, and (c) implicit structure. The surface structure of a 

signature pedagogy encompasses its operational aspects and actions. The deep structure 

encompasses the best ways to impart knowledge and practice. The implicit structure 

encompasses the set of beliefs regarding attitudes, values, and dispositions. Shulman 

further elaborated on the “messiness” of signature pedagogies noting that “learning to 

deal with uncertainty in the classroom models one of the most crucial aspects of 

professionalism, namely, the ability to make judgements under uncertainty” (2005, p. 57). 

The concept of signature pedagogies is used in my study to illustrate the necessity 

to consider professional preparedness in the formation and execution of sound 

pedagogical practices. In order to create curricula that satisfy Shulman’s standard of 

pedagogy in professional schooling, expertise in professional skills, expectations, and 

standards are required. 

Storytelling as a pedagogical tool. One such strategy for preparing learners for a 

professional environment is storytelling of past experiences. Described by Bruner (1987), 

storytelling is an act “whose intention is to initiate and guide a search for meanings 

among a spectrum of possible meanings” (p. 25). The use of storytelling in classroom 

settings has been established as an effective mechanism for connecting theory and 

context (Cross, 2017; Knox & Craft, 1997; Lisenbee & Ford, 2018). Storytelling has been 
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shown to be an effective mode of teaching because it includes information about the 

environment and experience of the storyteller (Haven, 2000; McElroy, 2007). 

A variety of studies demonstrate the use of storytelling as pedagogy. Cross 

(2017), for example, conducted an intervention study in which two groups of 

undergraduate freshmen biology students completed an inquiry-based curriculum. The 

intervention group included an arts component of storytelling by the researcher. The 

results of the study found that the intervention promoted the students’ abilities to 

construct knowledge. Specifically, students in the intervention were better able to resolve 

misconceptions. 

Similarly, Knox and Croft (1997) leveraged storytelling in a Meteorology 

classroom to help students make connections between content and culture. The use of 

stories helped develop linkages between characters, events, and facts, which led to a 

contextual understanding of classroom content. Storytelling aided in advanced learning of 

abstract concepts, supplementing traditional teaching methods. 

Storytelling has also been shown to be effective in non-science courses. 

Investigating storytelling across a variety of cultures, McElroy’s (2007) study of 

storytelling in humanities classes demonstrated a similar effectiveness of weaving culture 

with content. Listeners were able to identify the ways in which knowledge impacted the 

characters of a story and craft their own interpretations. McElroy stated, “Storytelling 

does not present straight forward factual information, but rather information within a 

cultural and experiential context” (2007, p. 131). 
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Towards the function of professional preparedness, storytelling acts in tandem 

with signature pedagogies to develop the capacity for “good work” (Shulman, 2005, p. 

53). The environment in which a character’s events take place and the subsequent 

reactions convey contextual knowledge and how one’s own experiences may unfold. To 

this extent, storytelling can be viewed as an effective pedagogical tool across disciplines. 

Framing the value of professional preparedness proficiency. Blending the 

conceptions of pedagogical content knowledge and signature pedagogies, a framework 

emerged that provides a lens for analyzing a teacher’s proficiency in professional 

preparedness. Similar to the way PCK stands on its own in comparison to general content 

knowledge, so too does knowledge serving the purpose of preparing learners for success 

in the workplace—professional pedagogical content knowledge (PPCK). 

Proficiency in PPCK places students in an environment where their studies 

encompass the skill building and task repetition necessary to be successful in a 

professional environment. PPCK does not take the place of general content knowledge as 

that is the foundation on which applicable knowledge is constructed. Rather, PPCK 

represents an intentionality in pedagogy to prepare learners for the workplace and the 

ability of practitioners to draw upon their professional experiences in doing so. The 

degree of effectiveness regarding PPCK is presumed to influence skills which a learner 

can develop with assistance. It is possible that the more proficient a teacher is in PPCK, 

the more likely they will be able to foster learners’ skills development. 

Through the conceptual framework of professional pedagogical content 

knowledge, investigating the professional experiences of adjunct faculty is a natural line 
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of inquiry. The professional experiences of adjunct faculty reflect the sense they make of 

their own existence in the workplace and the ways in which their personal context 

influences their pedagogy. 

Summary 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, the landscape of higher education has 

dramatically changed. Today, institutions of higher education provide a path for 

economic opportunity for large numbers of people, and they are now compelled to seek 

larger enrollments and cater to the needs of their student populations. As a result of 

student consumerism, institutions have undergone a corporatization process, adopting 

many business-like practices to maintain control and institutional authority. These 

practices have led to an exploitation of contingent faculty, in particular adjunct faculty. 

The research regarding the treatment of adjunct faculty and the subsequent 

relationship with their institutions depicts a state of second-class citizenship. In line with 

corporatization practices, the professoriate has been disempowered, particularly adjunct 

faculty, who despite teaching the majority of classes, are poorly supported and excluded 

from institutional governance (Gehrke & Kezar, 2014). In spite of the poor working 

conditions, which some describe as exploitative (Gulli, 2009), adjunct faculty remain 

dedicated to their teaching and overall are satisfied with their work (Allison et al., 2014; 

Feldman & Turnley, 2001; Valadez & Anthony, 2001). As the role of higher education 

shifts towards being an economic contributor through student professional preparedness, 

a strong teaching presence is required for institutions to meet this need. More research is 
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needed to inform the perceptions of academic leaders regarding the value of adjunct 

faculty. 

According to Juszkiewicz (2017), there continues to be a negative correlation 

between adjunct faculty exposure and traditional outcomes of student success. The 

impact of adjunct faculty on an institution’s integrity increases with their presence. As 

adjunct faculty numbers increase, enrollment and subsequent completion rates decline. 

As discussed throughout this chapter, scholars argue that this negative trend is a sign that 

improved support and professional development is required for adjunct faculty. While the 

literature paints a complex and often negative picture of adjunct faculty, it is clear they 

will continue to be utilized in higher education. What is less certain are the ramifications 

of such prevalence. The research indicates that adjunct faculty negatively correlate with 

student achievement and other measures of student success; however, the findings come 

with skepticism when assigning blame. 

While the number of adjunct faculty has continued to grow, their governance 

within higher education has remained minimal. Research has documented a consistent 

lack of support and guidance for adjunct faculty beyond the walls of each course they are 

contracted to teach. Despite this experience, adjunct faculty remain highly motivated and 

dedicated to teaching. Many have taught for extended periods of time and report positive 

overall satisfaction even with an acknowledged lack of engagement from their 

institutions (Feldman & Turnley, 2001; Hoyt, 2012; Maynard & Joseph, 2008; 

McLaughlin, 2005; Valadez & Anthony, 2001). But their satisfaction is not enough as 

their prevalence negatively impacts measures of student outcomes. More support is 
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needed to include the adjunct population into the professoriate for the purpose of 

improving student learning. 

The discipline of teaching has substantively formed into its own scholarship. 

Teaching has evolved from an application of content knowledge to learned skills in 

positively influencing student learning of content knowledge. This scholarship is tied to 

the development of workplace skills as students define learning as being prepared to enter 

their intended professional fields. Pedagogical tools, such as storytelling, have 

demonstrated an effectiveness in connecting content to context. Student outcomes are 

positively influenced as students are able to more readily assimilate their knowledge to 

application and comprehend abstract concepts. 

This chapter reviewed the transition of higher education from an institution of the 

elite and clergy towards a more accessible institution for the satisfaction of economic 

needs. The adoption of business-like processes by higher education administrators—

known as the corporatization of higher education—was then posited as a contributor to 

the management practices of adjunct faculty. A review of the literature established 

adjunct faculty as a motivated, ill-supported, and diverse population that has been 

compared to traditional tenure/tenure-track faculty in past research. A conceptual 

framework drawing from the concept of PCK was developed to make sense of teaching 

knowledge as it pertains to professional preparedness. The framework of PPCK was used 

to investigate the professional experiences of adjunct faculty in this study. 
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The next chapter describes the method used to investigate the research questions 

in this study. The design of the data collection and data analysis will be presented as well 

as an exploration of existing bias.  
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Chapter Three  

Method 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how the professional experiences of 

adjunct faculty influence their teaching. The individualistic nature of adjunct faculty was 

balanced through the application of an established typology used to group adjunct faculty 

by their overall professional status. Gappa and Leslie’s (1993) typology identified four 

subgroups of adjunct faculty: career enders; specialists, experts, and professionals; 

aspiring academics; and freelancers. 

For the purpose of this study, professional experience of adjunct faculty is defined 

as any experience that has an impact on the participant’s professional career both within 

and outside the university. Assignment to a subgroup within Gappa and Leslie’s (1993) 

typology was self-reported by the interviewees through the recruitment survey. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions were posed: 

1. In what ways do adjunct faculty incorporate their professional experiences 

into their teaching? 

2. In what ways do adjunct faculty perceive their professional experiences as 

facilitating their ability to guide student learning? 
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3. In what ways do the professional experiences of adjunct faculty influence 

their relationships with the university? 

 

Research Design 

The study was a qualitative inquiry following the thematic analysis framework. 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is a structured process for 

identifying themes in a qualitative data set. Thematic analysis is a flexible method that is 

not tied to a specific epistemology (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Castleberry & Nolen, 2018; 

Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). While the flexibility of thematic analysis is attractive, it can 

be difficult to establish credibility (Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules, 2017). A six-phase 

framework documented by Braun and Clarke was used to systematize the study. A 

detailed description of the adherence to the framework is provided in the data analysis 

section to provide transparency in methods. 

Investigating the ways adjunct faculty perceive their professional experiences 

influence their teaching practice, this study adopted a constructivist theoretical 

framework. Ontologically, constructivist theory is rooted in relativism—the concept that 

there is no absolute truth, but rather truth is relative (Crotty, 1998). There is value in this 

form of research regarding adjunct faculty as the research contributes to the 

understanding of adjunct faculty and the added value of their experiences. 

Research site. The setting for this study was a public, 4-year, doctoral-granting 

university in the Washington, DC, wider metropolitan area. At the time of research, the 

total enrollment of the university was approximately 34,000 students. The research site 
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had approximately 2,412 instructional staff—including tenured/tenure-track, term, and 

adjunct faculty, of which 1,165 were part-time and 1,134 were designated as adjunct 

faculty. The research site defined adjunct faculty as part-time employees who are 

associated with a specific course or set of courses, but are not voting members of the 

general faculty. 

Several factors contributed to the selection of the specific university as well as the 

decision to use a single research site. A locale conducive to supporting adjunct faculty 

was desired in order to best ensure an appropriately sized recruitment population. 

According to the Ryan and Siebans (2012), the average level of educational attainment in 

the area surrounding the research site was higher than the national average. In 2009, the 

area reported a completion rate of 50% for bachelor’s degrees, compared to the national 

average of 27.5%. Moreover, the high affluence of the surrounding area of the site was 

indicative of a healthy work population (Morello, 2013). In accordance with the elevated 

level of education and affluence, the median pay of adjunct faculty was also above 

average. According to The Adjunct Project (City University of New York, 2019) the 

median pay per course for adjunct faculty at the research site was 10% and 22% higher 

than the national and the in-state medians respectively (Williams & Newman, 2013). 

The second decision in selecting the specific research site was choosing a 

particular type of higher education institution to research. According to Carter (2013), the 

type of higher education institution may influence the attitudes, perceptions, and 

satisfaction of adjunct faculty. Additionally, Twombly (2005) posited that the differences 

in hiring practices of community colleges and 4-year universities demonstrate differences 
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in institutional culture that support the position of community colleges serving a unique 

niche and not simply functioning as “lesser universities.” Thus, in order to avoid the 

potential of introducing confounding variables, I decided to focus on a single type of 

institution. 

The third decision in selecting a research site was choosing the number of public 

4-year universities to include in the research. Using a single institution as the research 

site avoided the confounding variable of institutional culture. By virtue of the temporal 

circumstance and lack of formal governance for adjunct faculty, participants may be 

strongly influenced by the culture of the institution or even the individual college or 

department. For the purpose of minimizing the variance in culture of the population, the 

decision was made to use a single university as the research site. This decision is 

supported by Creswell (2013) who stated that the sample for a qualitative study should be 

representative of the larger population unless dictated by the research question. 

Target population. The target population for this study was adjunct faculty 

contracted to teach at least one course in the 2014 academic school year—a total of 1,134 

adjunct faculty according to publicly available institutional data. This population did not 

include graduate teaching assistants (GTAs). The decision to exclude GTAs was made 

because their responsibilities are different, they have a fundamentally different 

relationship with the university, and were considered less likely to have been 

professionally employed.  

Recruitment was solicited through the dean of each school/college. Two of the 13 

schools agreed to participate in the study and distribute the recruitment survey. Thus, an 
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estimated 350 adjunct faculty were solicited to participate in the study, of which 48 

positively responded. Information on gender, race, educational level, age, and experience 

teaching were collected during the study through a recruitment pre-survey that facilitated 

participant selection. While it was not known or hypothesized that demographic factors 

would play a significant role in shaping the study, they were not assumed to be trivial. 

Participants were selected in numbers to equally represent the four adjunct faculty 

subgroups, while maintaining a similar representation of the demographics from the 

recruitment pre-survey. Of the 48 respondents to the recruitment pre-survey, distributions 

heavily favored the specialist’s, expert’s, and professional’s subgroup, adjunct faculty 

under the age of 55, and faculty with 4-7 years of experience. Sensitivity to these 

distributions was taken into account during participant selection. 

 

 

Figure 2. Distribution of responses by respondents and selected participants by faculty 

type. 
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Figure 3. Distribution of responses by respondents and selected participants by age. 

 

 

Figure 4. Distribution of responses by respondents and selected participants by gender. 



51 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Distribution of responses by respondents and selected participants by years of 

experience. 

 

Recruitment procedures. Participants were initially identified and contacted 

through data provided by the university. Initial recruitment was conducted via email. The 

recruitment email (Appendix A) contained an explanation of the study’s purpose, what 

was required from participants, and a web link to the informed consent form (Appendix 

B), along with the recruitment pre-survey (Appendix C). 

Once the initial recruitment phase concluded, a subset of 24 respondents was 

selected for semi-structured interviews. Along with consideration for the aforementioned 

demographic distributions, participants were selected to equally represent the four 

subgroups in Gappa and Leslie’s (1993) typology of adjunct faculty. Recruits self-
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selected the typology with which they best associated. All participants were given 

pseudonyms to preserve their anonymity. 

Interview protocol. One-on-one semi-structured interviews that lasted 

approximately 20-30 min were used to collect data during the study. Each participant was 

interviewed one time. Semi-structured interviews were chosen to allow flexibility in 

constructing personal meaning to the questions and probes (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009). 

Each interview began with a brief overview of the study as well as the 

participant’s written and verbal agreement to use the interview as data in the study. 

Interviews followed a basic structure to address how the participant came to their 

appointment as an adjunct, a description of their responsibilities and relationship with the 

university, a history of their career outside of adjunct teaching, and a discussion focused 

on how—if at all—their professional experiences influence their teaching. 

Data collection procedures. All attempts were made to conduct the interviews in 

person but that was not always possible. Some participants were unable to meet in person 

either because of scheduling conflicts or geographic distance. Many adjuncts do not have 

access to consistent office space, nor do they spend much time at the university while not 

teaching (ASHE, 2010). Twenty participants were interviewed in person. When an in-

person interview was not possible, the online video chat software Skype (Microsoft, n.d.) 

was used to conduct a webcam interview. Three participants were interviewed via Skype. 

Finally, one participant experienced technical difficulties and was unable to use Skype. 

For this interview, a cell phone call was used to conduct the interview. In all 24 

interviews, only audio was recorded. 
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Interviews were recorded with an Olympus WS-802 Voice Recorder (Olympus 

America Inc., 2019). For interviews conducted on Skype (Microsoft, n.d.) or via mobile 

phone, built-in audio software was used for backup recordings in the event the voice 

recorder was insufficiently clear. 

The majority of the data collection was conducted during the spring of 2015. 

During this time, 18 participants were interviewed. Of the remaining six participants, five 

were interviewed during the fall of 2015, and one was interviewed in the spring of 2016. 

After the five initial interviews, which averaged 41 min in length, the remaining 19 

interviews lasted an average of 30 min. The length of the interviews was due to a 

combination of being sensitive to the time and schedules of the participants as well as 

finding that the conversation naturally concluded around the 30-min mark. The decrease 

from initial interview duration may also have been caused by improvements in my 

interviewing proficiency over time. 

Interviews were transcribed verbatim through the use of two transcription 

services: Rev (n.d.) and GoTranscript (n.d.) The quality of each transcription was verified 

by concurrently reading the transcript while listening to the audio recording. 

Additionally, member checking was offered to participants to improve the accuracy, 

credibility, and validity of the collected data to ensure respondents’ views were 

accurately represented (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Nowell et al., 2017). 

Contacting, scheduling, and meeting with adjunct faculty was a considerable 

challenge in the research. The fluid nature of adjunct faculty coupled with their frequent 

dual-employment fostered a target population creating difficulties in communication. 
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After completing the pre-survey, there were considerable difficulties recruiting and 

scheduling participants for semi-structured interviews. 

Description of the participants. The 24 participants in this qualitative data 

collection were chosen as a representative set from the larger recruitment pool of 48 

respondents. Participants were selected on the basis of ensuring representation of the four 

adjunct faculty subgroups as well as balancing their demographic information (Table 1). 

The selected participants represented a wide range of backgrounds and 

demographics. Participants were primarily female, older, and represented those with 

more years of teaching experience relative to all recruitment respondents. Although the 

specialist’s, expert’s, and professional’s subgroup represented more than 50% of all 

respondents, participants were intentionally selected to represent all four subgroups. 

 

Table 1 

 

Demographic Information for Participants 

 

Pseudonym Age 

Years 

teaching Gender Education 

Adjunct 

subgroup 

Alice 35 – 44 15+ Female Doctorate 

Professional, 

Specialist, 

Expert 

Amber 35 – 44 4 – 7 Female Doctorate 
Aspiring 

Academic 

Amelie 55 – 64 8 – 11 Female Doctorate Career Ender 
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Table 1 (continued). 

Pseudonym Age 

Years 

teaching Gender Education 

Adjunct 

subgroup 

Bristol 45 – 54 15+ Female Doctorate Freelancer 

Caden 45 – 54 4 – 7 Male Doctorate 

Professional, 

Specialist, 

Expert 

Christina 35 – 44 4 – 7 Female Doctorate 
Aspiring 

Academic 

Georgia 45 – 54 12 – 15 Female Doctorate 

Professional, 

Specialist, 

Expert 

Graham 65+ 4 – 7 Male Master’s Degree Career Ender 

Heidi 45 – 54 4 – 7 Female Doctorate 

Professional, 

Specialist, 

Expert 

Isabella 45 – 54 4 – 7 Female Doctorate 

Professional, 

Specialist, 

Expert 

Kailey 55 – 64 15+ Female Master’s Degree Freelancer 

Kassandra 25 – 34 0 – 3 Female Doctorate 
Aspiring 

Academic 

Kian 65+ 4 – 7 Male Doctorate Career Ender 

Madeline 55 – 64 8 – 11 Female Master’s Degree Freelancer 

Marguerite 35 – 44 8 – 11 Female Doctorate 
Aspiring 

Academic 

Naoma 35 – 44 8 – 11 Female Doctorate 

Professional, 

Specialist, 

Expert 

Nathalie 65+ 8 – 11 Female Master’s Degree Career Ender 

Nicholas 35 – 44 12 – 15 Male Doctorate 

Professional, 

Specialist, 

Expert 
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Table 1 (continued). 

Pseudonym Age 

Years 

teaching Gender Education 

Adjunct 

subgroup 

Sarahi 55 - 64 4 - 7 Female Doctorate Freelancer 

Shannon 35 - 44 0 - 3 Female Master’s Degree 
Aspiring 

Academic 

Sophie 55 - 64 4 - 7 Female Doctorate Career Ender 

Spencer 45 - 54 4 - 7 Male Master’s Degree 

Professional, 

Specialist, 

Expert 

Summer 25 - 34 4 - 7 Female Doctorate 
Aspiring 

Academic 

Traci 35 - 44 4 - 7 Female Doctorate 
Aspiring 

Academic 

 

The participants for the study coalesced around two professional disciplines: 

education and government policy practitioners. Education and government policy both 

share an emphasis on professional experience and a basis in practice as opposed to 

theory. This assertion is supported by the distribution of adjunct subgroup representation 

as well as the distribution of age among respondents. 

It is also important to note that there was a potential for a unique dynamic among 

education professionals. The distinction between general content knowledge, PCK, and 

PPCK may be less pronounced among those in the field of education, as the content, 
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academic, and professional knowledge bases share significant overlap. I do not believe 

that this dynamic influenced the study. 

Data Analysis 

The purpose of the qualitative data analysis was to identify themes from the 

qualitative data that addressed the research questions. According to Creswell and Clark 

(2011), “Qualitative data analysis involves coding the data, dividing the text into small 

units (phrases, sentences, or paragraphs), assigning a label to each unit, and then 

grouping the codes into themes” (p. 208). The following six-phase framework for 

thematic analysis documented by Braun and Clarke (2006) was used to guide the analysis 

of the data: (a) becoming familiar with the data, (b) generating initial codes, (c) searching 

for themes, (d) reviewing themes, (e) defining and naming themes, and (f) producing the 

report. Saldaña’s (2013) coding methods were used to inform the process of generating 

codes and defining themes. Saldaña asserted a two-cycle approach to coding data 

analysis. The first cycle was conducted in Phase 2, generating initial codes. The second 

cycle was conducted in Phase 3, searching for themes. 

Becoming familiar with the data. The first phase in the Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006) framework is to organize and familiarize yourself with the data. This process 

involves the storage of raw data, prolonged engagement with data, and documenting 

thoughts about initial codes/themes. The process began by listening back to the audio 

recording of each interview, having the interview transcribed, then comparing the 

recording to the transcription for accuracy and making corrections as needed. Dedoose 

(n.d.), a computer-assisted qualitative data management and analysis software 
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(CAQDAS), was used to store the transcription text and organize the subsequent analysis. 

Dedoose was chosen based on its interoperability on both Windows and Apple operating 

systems.  

An iterative approach to interview and transcription was used to strengthen the 

quality of data collection. Patton (2002) asserted that the “overlapping of data collection 

and analysis improves both the quality of data collected and the quality of the analysis” 

(p. 437), while Glesne (2002) stated, “Data analysis done simultaneously with data 

collection enables you to focus and shape the study as it proceeds” (p. 188). The iterative 

approach was decided on due to the semi-structured format of interviews and the open-

endedness of the research questions. 

During the iterative collection and familiarization process, analytical memo 

writing was used to take note of potential codes/themes for the purpose of informing 

subsequent data collection. Memo writing facilitated reflection on new questions and 

connections by providing a space to capture analytic thoughts (Glesne, 2010; Saldaña, 

2013). According to Saldaña, memo writing informs “how the process of inquiry is 

taking shape” (p. 14). These memos were used as a separate tool to inform data collection 

and create a more prolonged engagement with the data; they were not carried into the 

dedicated generation of initial codes in Phase 2. 

Generating initial codes. The coding process was guided by Saldaña’s (2013) 

framework of first and second cycle phases for data analysis. Saldaña described codes as 

“a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-

capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (p. 



59 

 

3). The first cycle methods are more intimate with the data itself, whereas second cycle 

methods involve “classifying, prioritizing, integrating, synthesizing, abstracting, 

conceptualizing, and theory building” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 58). Saldaña outlined a variety 

of strategies for coding phases with each strategy being prescriptive depending on 

research design and content. In this study, Initial Coding was selected for the first cycle 

and Pattern Coding was selected for the second cycle. 

Initial Coding—also referred to as Open Coding—is an open-ended approach to 

coding data that aims to identify categories for the purpose of interpreting data (Braun & 

Clark, 2006; Glaser, 1978, 1998; Saldaña, 2013; Strauss, 1987). According to Saldaña, 

the term Initial Coding is used to connote “an initiating procedural step” as the process of 

“breaking down qualitative data into discrete parts, closely examining them, and 

comparing them for similarities and differences” (2013, p. 102). As a preliminary step, 

codes developed during Initial Coding were tentative and provisional allowing for 

revision and potentially functioning as an alert to areas imploring deeper exploration by 

the researcher (Saldaña, 2013). 

The flexible nature of Initial Coding was an appropriate choice for this phase of 

analysis. Codes began as simple markers to content within transcriptions, aiding in 

identifying areas of significance. Once areas of significance were determined, the initial 

codes were matured to describe the content and context. Phase 1 concluded after all 

interviews had been transcribed with simple markers being coded iteratively and a full 

iteration of maturing initial codes was completed. 
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Searching for themes. The purpose of this phase in thematic analysis is to 

organize coded data into potentially relevant themes (Braun & Clark, 2006). Following 

the first phase of Saldaña’s (2013) framework, Pattern Coding was used to guide the 

second phase of coding analysis.  

Phase 2 involved the use of Pattern Coding as a second cycle method to analyze 

the qualitative data. The goal of Pattern Coding is to develop major themes from data, 

such as rules, causes, and explanations. According to Miles and Huberman (1994), 

Pattern Codes are 

explanatory or inferential codes, ones that identify an emergent theme, 

configuration, or explanation. They p ull together a lot of material into a more 

meaningful and parsimonious unit of analysis. They are a sort of meta-code . . . 

Pattern Coding is a way of grouping those summaries into a smaller number of 

sets, themes, or constructs. (p. 69) 

 Saldaña (2013) described Pattern Coding as reviewing first cycle codes for 

commonality, which is descriptively labeled by a pattern code. The pattern code is then 

used “as a stimulus to develop a statement that describes a major theme, a pattern of 

action, a network of interrelationships, or a theoretical construct from the data” (Saldaña, 

2013, p. 212). The result of Pattern Coding was a set of themes that emerged from 

refining the results of the Initial Coding in Phase 1. 

Patterns were identified by grouping common codes and reflecting on how they 

related to one another. Code groups that were consistent with one another and reflected 

similar participant experiences resulted in a strong emergent theme. Code groups that 
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coalesced around a similar topic but where participants reported differing experiences 

resulted in a theme including an element of variability in the shared experience. Code 

groups that were not prevalent amongst participants were dismissed due to lack of 

compelling testimony. 

Reviewing themes. Once potential themes were identified, the raw data was 

referenced to verify the tone and interpretation of the subsequent codes and themes. 

Additionally, the process of reviewing themes was aided by conversations with my 

dissertation committee chair. Having another researcher vet the discovered themes 

contributes to the trustworthiness of the thematic analysis (Nowell et al., 2017). 

Defining and naming themes. Once verified, the themes were named in a way 

that accurately described the results of analysis and addressed the originally posed 

research questions. The definition and naming of themes was refined through multiple 

iterations of outlining key evidence. Similar to the reviewing of themes, collaboration and 

discussion was used when defining and naming themes.  

Producing the report. The final phase of the six-phase thematic analysis 

framework begins with final analysis and presentation of findings (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). The steps and decision-making process were documented for the purpose of 

improving credibility and transparency (Thorne, 2000). 

Bias and Validity 

In qualitative research, the researcher is positioned as the primary instrument of 

data collection (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Guba & Lincoln, 1985). This is significant 

because the researcher constructs the conversational space and attributes about the 
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researcher may influence the collection of empirical data (Pezalla, Pettigrew, & Miller-

Day, 2012). Without explanation of the researcher’s identity, the validity of a study may 

be called into question. According to Maxwell (2013), the purpose of discussing validity 

is to demonstrate “How you will rule out specific plausible alternatives and threats to 

your interpretations and explanations?” (p. 124). The inclusion of a researcher-as-

instrument statement serves to improve transparency and credibility through the 

statement of my own personal identity and how it may have influenced the study (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2018). 

Researcher as instrument statement. My path to this research has been a long 

journey defined by my identity as both a lifelong teacher and a lifelong learner. I have 

considered myself a professional educator since the age of 13 when I began teaching as a 

martial arts instructor. By the time I completed my master’s program in applied 

information technology in 2010, I had accrued over 20,000 hours of teaching experience. 

After graduating, I followed my passion of teaching, decided to change careers, 

and applied to the doctoral program in education with a focus on higher education. At the 

same time, I was separately offered an adjunct position teaching a programming course 

for a different school at the same university. There was no formal application or 

interview. I simply received an email from a faculty mentor who had advocated for me. 

My undergraduate senior capstone project had demonstrated my technical expertise 

necessary for teaching the course, and my work as a freelance web designer for the 

department built enough professional equity to be offered the position. 
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I was 25 when I taught my first undergraduate class. On the first day, the students 

assumed I was also an undergraduate student, not the instructor or even a graduate 

student teaching assistant. I remember being nervous. I did not go through an orientation.  

There was no practice. It was trial by fire. By the end of the first-class session, however, I 

was at peace and comfortable teaching in a university classroom. My experience as a 

martial arts instructor was an invaluable asset as I felt comfortable adjusting my practice 

to specific students, and I leaned on my professional experience to help explain complex 

concepts to students. 

I continued to teach for 6 years, switching courses at one point. The change was 

driven by fatigue from lobbying for improvements to the curriculum design in the first 

course. I urged the director to update the skills and practices that were included in the 

curriculum to conform to new industry standards. Despite receiving exemplary 

evaluations and endorsements, I felt underutilized by the department, which would not 

expand my responsibilities beyond the maximum three-course limit per semester. After 

switching courses, I continued teaching but was discouraged by the lack of professional 

advancement. I felt like my work was not building towards anything; being an adjunct 

was not a career, in spite of the fact that I received consistently high marks on my 

teaching evaluations. 

The story of my past is pertinent to this study because I have an inherent empathy 

for adjunct faculty. This empathy is undoubtedly present in the study, in particular the 

construction of the conversation during semi structured interviews. There are differing 

opinions on the construction of this space. Some researchers believe that empathy and 
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positivity should be intentionally considered (Janesick, 2001; Mallozzi, 2009; Matteson 

& Lincoln, 2009), while others believe a superficial atmosphere of friendship is 

detrimental (Tanggaard, 2007). Rather than a bias that negatively affects the credibility of 

the study, I believe my empathy aided my ability to quickly synthesize the responses of 

participants and develop targeted follow-up questions in real time. This position is 

supported by Pezalla et al. (2012) who found that an understanding tone helps elicit more 

detailed responses from participants when discussing uncomfortable topics.  

To control for my identity as a researcher, it was my intention to remain neutral 

and open to the various professional experiences of adjunct faculty. Honoring the 

uniqueness of my own experiences, I approached each interview with a similar respect 

that participants’ experiences were unique to themselves. Understanding that interviewee 

experiences likely influenced their teaching, I did not presume to know, when conducting 

the interviews, in what ways these experiences manifested themselves in the classroom. 

Summary 

To investigate how the professional experiences of adjunct faculty influence their 

teaching, I conducted a qualitative study in which I interviewed adjunct faculty. I began 

the study by selecting a single university as the research site. After recruitment through 

an electronic pre-survey, 24 participants were selected to represent Gappa and Leslie’s 

(1993) four subgroup adjunct faculty typology and to balance demographic representation 

of the pre-survey respondents. After each participant was interviewed, thematic analysis 

was chosen as the method for the study using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework as a 

guide. The research questions and protocol were shaped by my experiences as a 
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professional and as an adjunct. In the next chapter, the emergent themes from data 

analysis will be presented. 
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Chapter Four  

Findings 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how the professional experiences of 

adjunct faculty influence their teaching. The 24 semi-structured interviews were analyzed 

through Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step framework for thematic analysis. After 

analysis, six themes were identified. 

Introduction of Identified Themes 

The following six themes represent the reported perceptions of adjunct faculty as 

they pertain to their professional experiences and influence that is has had on their 

teaching. The six themes are listed in the following table. 

 

Table 2 

 

Identified Themes 

 

Theme 

1 Professional experiences inform decisions in teaching strategy. 

2 Adjunct faculty are able to connect academic study to professional 

practice. 

3 The relevance of professional experiences in influencing teaching 

diminishes over time when not active in a professional environment. 

4 Adjunct employment is enriching to the non-academic career. 
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5 Adjunct faculty are disadvantaged in engaging with the administration. 

6 Adjunct faculty experience varied levels of autonomy in their teaching. 

 

 

Theme 1: Professional Experiences Inform Decisions in Teaching Strategy 

Analyses of interview data showed that the professional experiences of 

participants outside of their role as adjunct faculty influenced decisions in their teaching 

strategies and methods. When discussing their teaching strategies and decision-making, 

the influence of professional experiences was demonstrated through decisions on course 

content, including the selection of texts and the formatting of assessments. Some 

participants described a direct impact when planning their courses while others described 

an evolution towards content and formats more analogous to a professional environment. 

Participants repeatedly discussed a preference for functional learning over 

theoretical or foundational content. “I saw [my course] as teaching teachers how to teach, 

not necessarily the history of education,” said Nathalie, a retired elementary public-

school teacher and principal. She expanded by explaining, 

When you get to the practical application of theory, sometimes it's murky . . . I 

don’t think a textbook can give you that type of day-to-day experience that you 

get when you’re in a school as a teacher or an administrator. I was taught it 

theoretically, then when you go through the process yourself, you can explain it in 

common terms. (Nathalie) 
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 Similarly, Christina, a teacher specializing in visual impairment who was, at the 

time of the interview, seeking a career in academia, expressed that her active involvement 

in teaching students with disabilities enhanced her ability to effectively teach at the 

higher education level. “I find [Braille] the hardest course to teach, but it was very easy 

for me to teach it because I used it every day with students.” 

Sophie, a retired government professional focused on instructional and learning 

sciences, described how the learning is incomplete without practical application. She 

believed that when learning at an academic level, “You just experience the good news.” 

What Sophie called, “walking the walk, experiential learning” allows students to 

“actually experience [the content] and critically accept it so you get to see what the 

pitfalls are around the technologies.” 

Participants also described an element of credibility that stemmed from their 

professional experiences. They believed that the lived experiences of applying the 

knowledge learned in the classroom is what makes them an authority. Alice, a K-12 

teacher who teaches a foreign language class as an adjunct, believed “[My experience in 

the classroom] gives what I have to say more credence. It’s more valid and not in the 

scientific sense, but someone who knows what it’s like.” She appreciated the variability 

of real-world contexts by saying “something that didn’t work out with this class might 

work out with a different set of students.” Alice believed the depth of knowledge for 

teaching effectively in higher education requires sustained lived experience as a 

practitioner outside of academia. She recounted her own experience as a student, “I’ve 

had professors, instructors teaching about leadership, and they’ve never been a principal 
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or never been a classroom teacher.” Alice’s confidence that her work as a professional 

was instrumental to her teaching effectiveness stemmed from the self-reflection that “one 

year does not make an expert of anything.” 

Participants reported that their professional experience also played a key role in 

the ways in which they designed their courses when given the ability to make their own 

curricular decisions. Some faculty adjusted their selection of texts. Kian, a retired 

member of the federal government specializing in budgeting and economics, recalled 

specifically choosing a text written by an active professional over the traditional 

academic text used by his colleagues: 

I noticed looking at other folks who taught this class, there were a couple well-

known texts in the field, like $100 and some . . . I had books that were maybe in 

the $15-20 range, and they were not academic, but one was by [a prominent 

journalist]. He understands the budget process quite well, but he also writes quite 

well. (Kian) 

 The minimizing of academic texts was also reported by Graham, a retired member 

of the federal government specializing in intelligence and terrorism. Graham said he does 

not “teach from the book. I’m not trying to grade them on how well you have read the 

book, but more of how you integrated what we’ve been talking about through the 

semester.” Naoma, a dual-employed instructional designer specializing in learning 

technologies, described her process as “designing around either not having a textbook or 

having a textbook that serves as a ballast for things . . . infusing other articles and 

resources to it.” 
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Another aspect of course design with its changes rooted in professional 

experiences was the design of assessments. According to Nicholas, a dual-employed 

professional specializing in public policy administration, “It’s really part of my job to 

give them skills that would be useful and applicable to their real jobs.” As a response to 

learning this through teaching in a higher education classroom, he changed his course 

design over time. His assessments took on a more functional form, similar to the types of 

exercises that would be required in a professional setting. 

I used to do long research papers as a big product at the end, but I wasn't sure that 

was as valuable as it could have been, and so, I dropped that as a tool and do 

much more short form documents like memos versus a long research paper . . . 

[Memo writing] is a practical skill that is learned and you learn by doing rather 

than talking about. (Nicholas) 

Nicholas reported that the assignment is more meaningful when the output is actually 

executed. For Nicholas, it was a goal to help students with “being a better memo writer, 

being a better translator of complex information into short form content.” 

Kian shared a very similar transformation moving his assessments towards a more 

functional format. According to Kian, “Often we would be at our desk at 5:30 getting 

ready to go home and then you get a request. We need something at 6:00.” The 

constraints he described implored that “the focus on writing was something you really 

had to do, and you had to do it as clearly as you could.” As a result, he changed his 

writing assignments: 
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I [initially] had the students write a 20- or 25-page research paper. Then I decided 

after about three times this is not really useful for this class . . . That’s when I 

converted back to seven or eight 30-min [presentations] and then the two- to 

three-page memorandum with the oral presentation. (Kian) 

The assessment style, and implicit influence on PCK were driven by his professional 

experiences and the desire to incorporate active skill development to cultivate real world 

practical skills. 

Kassandra, an aspiring academic who teaches multiple classes focused on 

diversity and inclusivity, had recently begun as an adjunct at the time of the interview and 

was given the opportunity by the department to revise an aging syllabus. As an aspiring 

academic, her professional setting was being immersed in emergent literature, which she 

included when co-designing a course. 

[My adjunct co-teacher and I] threw away all of the readings; they were all 

outdated. We were in the middle of a Ph.D. program so we were so attuned to the 

literature. We actually used a lot of what we read in the Ph.D. program to inform 

us of how we wanted this course to look like. (Kassandra) 

While her professional context was within academia, her account was similar to other 

participants as she actively drew upon her experiences and resources outside of her 

adjunct teaching experience to design the course. 

Theme 2: Bridging the Gap Between Academic Study and Professional Practice 

Multiple participants reported that they leveraged their professional networks for 

the purpose of enriching learning. The effect of leveraging their professional networks is 
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that students are more exposed to a professional environment while within the realm of 

academic study. Thus, adjunct faculty are able to act as a conduit for students, connecting 

them to resources and experiences that bridge the gap between academic and professional 

contexts. 

General feedback from students on this theme as reported by participants was 

positive. “They were really appreciative. They said, ‘you really get it,’ which is what I’m 

trying to connect—practice and theory, theory and practice,” said Alice. According to 

Naoma, “Nobody’s ever said, ‘Why are you telling me about your experiences?’ People 

respect experience and are looking for a way to layer in a real-world application.” 

Telling stories of past experiences. Participants reported bridging the gap 

between academic and professional settings through the use of storytelling. Participants 

often shared their past experiences with students in class, to which students responded 

positively. 

Traci, an aspiring academic who is an elementary school teacher, shared her 

experiences with students to humanize theories and lessons discussed in her course. 

There’s [a boy] that I like to talk about . . . He’s a great example because he was a 

kindergartener that could read at a fifth-grade level but didn’t understand the 

words. [Students] think about that, and I think it gives them something to 

remember if I’m trying to give them a theory. (Traci) 

According to Traci, students appreciated her storytelling in the class. She received 

feedback from students who made comments such as, “I’m so glad you use videos of 

authentic teaching,” and “We really appreciate that.” 
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Kassandra received similar feedback from students for sharing her own stories as 

an educator in the classroom. Her paraphrasing of responses from students illustrates a 

positive student response: 

Thanks for sharing your stories, your experiences. It felt so much more real to me 

because reading in a book is one thing. That’s really great and wonderful, but 

when I hear it from you and your experiences, it makes it authentic. (Kassandra) 

 In line with Theme 2, adjunct faculty bridge the gap between academic study and 

professional practice and authenticity can be interpreted as a proxy for bridging the gap 

between classroom and work environment. The storytelling of Traci and Kassandra 

helped students contextualize their learning in the higher education classroom. 

Caden and Graham similarly received positive praise from their students for 

sharing real-world working experiences. Caden, a dual-employed professional 

specializing in economic policy, explained, “I felt they were really grateful for having 

somebody with a lot of hands-on experience teach about global financial crises in 

institutions. They didn’t want a theory course for that one. They wanted to know how this 

works.” Similarly, Graham reported, “I've had students come up to me and say, ‘Now I 

see where these things connect together.’” Their accounts added to the narrative that 

telling stories of professional experiences improves classroom learning and is appreciated 

by students. 

Teaching about the work environment. Amelie, a retired military officer, spoke 

in detail about her process for making decisions regarding storytelling in the classroom. 

With a military background, she minimized her background and experiences because she 
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was told, “Among the faculty and among the students, there were at least a noticeable 

percentage who would not appreciate a former military officer.” She began teaching this 

way; however, she learned that the advice was misguided through her initial classroom 

experience. She learned, “I overreacted to that notion and that, in fact, when I do talk to 

students and bring into class my experience, it’s generally very well received.” She has 

learned to bring in her experiences to “illustrate a point or add some background.” To 

Amelie, her practical experience is a valuable asset that she uniquely adds to the class. 

Madeline, a former public-school employee, has changed her career to a 

freelancing adjunct in combination with other part-time roles. Her experiences enabled 

her to tell stories both from her own personal accounts as well as interactions with other 

professionals in similar circumstances as new graduates: 

I will tell them a story where I maybe didn’t use the best judgement but learned 

from it because I want them to understand that every decision they make will not 

be a great one and that lots of things will impact them. And there’ll be many 

pressures placed upon them that will make it hard for them sometimes to do the 

right thing or to do whatever it is that they need to do. (Madeline) 

This type of feedback helps educate learners about the judgements that will be required as 

a professional. The lived experiences go beyond a textbook and describe the real working 

conditions that will be experienced. Continuing with more experiential insight, Madeline 

shared how she helps prepare students for employment: 

When I do the resume writing and interviewing skills [lesson] . . . I’ll show them 

examples of things that I’ve seen people do on resumes that they really should not 
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do. I tell them stories of interview experiences where people have done things that 

didn’t help them . . . I also like to tell them stories of times when things went 

great or I saw this person do this amazing thing I had never thought of. 

(Madeline) 

Madeline’s experiences represent an ability to prepare students for future employment 

after school. Shannon, a former elementary school teacher now pursuing a career in 

academia, shared a similar sentiment, “I want them to leave my class knowing there’s a 

whole other world they’ve never been exposed to before, and they can make a difference 

for good.” Their teaching informs students of the subject matter as well as the real-world 

context in which they will be competing. 

Spencer identified a desire for guidance from students anticipating the leap from 

classroom to employment: 

I get a lot of students at practicum time where they are going, “Do you know 

anybody who is looking for interns? I am looking for an internship, and this is 

what I want to do. Can you help me?” I try to help them, but if I am not in the 

industry, I might not have the same type of dynamic connections and the ability to 

really engage and bring them to decision-makers. (Spencer) 

 Amber, an aspiring academic in recreation and hospitality, reported similar 

attitudes among students. Her observation was that students were focused on actionable 

results as opposed to deepening their learning through supplemental material. “I’ve 

noticed that nobody cares for suggestions for additional material. They’re just there to 

cover their core and their basics . . . They want all that they need for the vocation and for 
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the future careers that they’re going to get.” The reported student attitudes indicated a 

preference towards content that relates directly to their employability rather than 

intellectual inquiry, which is perceived as extraneous.  

Spencer, a dual-employed specialist in the food services industry, not only 

brought professional practice to the classroom but brought his class closer to professional 

practice through the use of field trips. As an active employee, Spencer took students on a 

tour of his company’s kitchen, invited the company’s leadership to interact with students, 

and brought prepared foods from the kitchen to his class. These actions were intentional 

as he described a desire to “integrate what’s happening in real-time as well as ensure that 

it’s not just a bunch of puffery.” Spencer also acknowledged his own personal biases and 

invited speakers with dissenting opinions into his class: 

I am not a big food truck fan . . . [but] it’s a distribution methodology that people 

really like. Why not bring a guy who distributes tacos, who started a food truck 

and talk about this evolution and how he did it? Because I think it’s relevant. If it 

makes one of them think about what they do then why not? (Spencer) 

Participants viewed their ability to connect classroom and professional 

environment as a unique value. The ability to use professional networks and tell stories of 

professional experiences enhanced student learning and was positively received. 

Theme 3: The Relevance of Professional Experiences in Influencing Teaching 

Diminishes Over Time When Not Active in a Professional Environment 

After discussing the influence of professional experiences on teaching strategies, 

participants were asked to reflect on how the effectiveness of their experiences would 
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change over time. Under the assumption that professional environments change over 

time, it was posited that participant professional experiences would be less meaningful 

over time when removed from professional practice. The responses from participants 

supported this line of thinking, coalescing around the assertion that the usefulness of 

professional experiences diminishes over time if that experience ends. Many participants 

were actively dual-employed, so they were asked hypothetically how their experiences 

would be affected over time if they left the field. Those who have retired or switched 

careers shared the ways in which their time away from professional practice has 

influenced the relevance or applicability of their professional experiences. 

Spencer believed it was advantageous to be professionally involved while 

teaching a higher education class on a topic. Active engagement helps identify the 

“relevancy of trends in the industry.” He believed that if you stopped working in the 

industry but continued teaching, “You would have to really work hard to continue to be 

well educated enough to drive the relevancy that you may be lacking in because you’re 

not in it every day.” Regarding what would happen if he were not professionally active in 

the industry, Spencer said, 

If I am out for a year, I could probably say it’s still intact. If I am out for 5 years, I 

say I would lose an edge in the sense that I would become a little bit more of an 

academician alone even if I haven’t done research, even if I was doing that type of 

thing. (Spencer) 

Spencer valued the ability to provide timely reflections on the industry—something he 

could only accomplish as an adjunct faculty still actively involved as a professional in the 
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field. “What I like about what I am able to do is that I can take a piece of what I do every 

day and cut it into a cross-section and share it.” 

As a teacher of teachers, Kassandra believed that without being active in the 

classroom, the quality of teaching is diminished. According to Kassandra, it is critical to 

share similar lived experiences as her students. “You’ve got to be on the ground with in-

service teachers and with pre-service teachers and with K-12 students,” said Kassandra. 

She shared that some of her colleagues “haven’t been in the classroom for a decade, and 

they don’t have [the] same stories.” Kassandra believed that understanding the classroom 

environment plays a critical role in providing effective instruction. She lamented that 

without an active feedback loop between teacher and discipline, the disconnect “breaks 

my heart.” Her response demonstrates the belief that when an instructor is removed from 

exposure to a professional environment, it is increasingly difficult to effectively teach 

courses related to that topic at the higher education level. 

Marguerite is an aspiring academic who formerly taught high school science. 

Being removed from a professional setting at the time of the interview, she noted that she 

was concerned about the effectiveness of her professional experiences deteriorating over 

time. 

I’ve seriously thought about going back to teach high school full-time. I also think 

in education, too many of the faculty members are so separated from schools, 

they’ve not been in [schools for] so long. They forget what it’s like to be a teacher 

. . . We can read the literature and what research tells us is good practice, but 

we’ve never had to do it ourselves with our name on the line. I think it is a 
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disservice to the students we’re trying to teach . . . That’s why being out of the 

classroom [for] 8 years, I’m getting to the point where I don’t know if I’m losing 

my relevancy. The experiences I had are almost a decade old. (Marguerite) 

Marguerite’s experience reinforces the reported belief that an active professional 

presence in the discipline adds value to teaching. As her time removed from professional 

practice increases, she felt it was more difficult to relate and contextualize with learners. 

Nathalie, a retired former educator, believed that “being in the profession that 

you’re teaching about . . . being current, is something that is morally important to me.” 

She then described the challenge of being removed from professional practice and the 

steps she has taken in order to validate herself. “I’ve been retired for 7 years now, and I 

hadn’t been back. [My colleagues and I] would talk and get lunch and things like that. I 

would say, ‘Am I on the right track? How many things have changed that I’m not aware 

of?’” Nathalie’s story demonstrates a deep-rooted belief that awareness of professional 

settings is critical to teaching effectiveness. Being removed from professional practice, 

she felt the need to engage with colleagues to remain relevant. While she was able to 

compromise by validating her thoughts with the experiences of other professionals still in 

the field, it was a step removed from her own experiences in as a practicing teacher. 

According to Christina, her students have told her, “You really bring a lot of 

practical information to the classroom.” She continued to describe how having no 

professional experience can be detrimental in teaching and that her experiences help sort 

theory from reality: 
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From my [experiences] taking courses with professors in my field who have never 

been a teacher, it was much more theory-based than what actually happened in the 

classroom. The reality is sometimes different. That’s based on my own experience 

with education or with other people who have taught me. (Christina) 

Theme 4: Adjunct Employment is Enriching to the Non-Academic Career 

Respondents shared that their adjunct employment had an impact on their non-

academic career as well. While existing research has emphasized the adjunct’s presence 

in higher education, a new theme emerged of part-time teaching being an enriching 

activity to the adjunct’s primary career. Adjunct faculty not only bring their professional 

experiences into the classroom but reported that time in higher education had a positive 

influence on their primary profession. 

The symbiotic relationship between professional career and adjunct appointment 

was illustrated by Sophie. “Sometimes a student will ask a remarkable, incredible 

question, or they’ll deliver something that’s way off the charts.”  She then shared this 

with her colleagues, “Hey guys, you know what I just learned from class is that students 

really think this or that and the students really want this.” Being an adjunct faculty 

member allows her to closely interact with learners and future employees, the target 

audience of her primary profession as a training designer. 

As a dual-employed professional in educational design, Naoma shared, “Adjunct 

teaching is a way to stay fresh in my field from a different lens.” She described the value 

in teaching part-time as “constantly pushing me in a different way.”  Naoma 

acknowledged,  
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The field has changed in the past 10 years, and I have to change with it. It’s 

 going to change in the next 30 years, and I intend to keep astride of what’s 

 happening. [Teaching as an adjunct] is a great way to stay on top of that. 

 (Naomi) 

As a dual-employed public-school teacher, Heidi’s intrinsic professional interest 

in educational technology was similarly stimulated by teaching as an adjunct. “I'm 53, so 

I’ve been working for 31 years. I’ve seen a lot of different things. I’m not as well 

equipped to use some of the newer technologies, but I like to try to learn.” She relied on 

her students to share their experiences, and as a result, was able to stay informed. Her 

experience demonstrates how teaching as an adjunct at the higher education level has 

become an avenue for also remaining relevant in the profession she is passionate about. 

According to Nicholas, adjunct teaching “forces me to retain . . . keeps me fresh. I feel 

that I’ve invested a lot of time in my profession, and I don’t want to lose all that.” 

Theme 5: Disadvantaged Engagement with Administration 

Participants who represented two of the 13 colleges at the institution in this study 

actively discussed relationships with their respective administrations. Varying degrees of 

connectedness to their departments was reported; however, reports shared a common 

theme of placing the adjunct faculty member in a disadvantageous position. Participants 

felt they were put in a position requiring them to work and extend themselves beyond the 

terms of their contract. Additionally, participants reported inadequate communication by 

their administrations and a need to rely on their own social networks to access relevant 

information for their work as adjuncts. 
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Extending beyond the contract. Kassandra described her relationship with the 

university as going “over and beyond what the contract says that I need to do.” When 

asked why she extends herself to work beyond what is required in the contract, she 

described a deep intrinsic motivation. 

I do everything for my students. It doesn’t pay at all. I'm not getting paid for 

coming in today [for a faculty meeting]. This is beyond my contracted days, 

semester is over. I don’t need to be here, but I do it because I’m in the trenches 

with my students, and unfortunately, the faculty don’t know what’s going on so 

they need my input. (Kassandra) 

For Kassandra, a deep care for her students pushed her to go above and beyond the 

agreed upon responsibilities of an adjunct faculty member. 

Amelie, a career ender, accepted similar working conditions because of her love 

for teaching at the higher education level. She was reportedly satisfied with the adjunct 

faculty role, explaining, “You aren’t into the internal politics of running the school or 

making curriculum decisions . . . You just get to teach. That’s what I find rewarding.” 

Nevertheless, her working commitment for the one course she teaches each semester is 

beyond what is expected from adjunct faculty. 

 I spend a huge amount of time doing preparation and reading. In terms of 

 the time commitment, preparation for class and how I approach the class, 

 there’s no difference in what I do now versus what I did when I was 

 sitting  in my office. I won’t say it’s equivalent to a full-time job, because 

 I don’t get up and get to my desk at 7:30 in the morning, but when I’m 
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 teaching and later on this summer, as I really get into the final preparation 

 for class, I will spend basically all day, Monday through Friday, working 

 on the course. (Amelie) 

Although Amelie did not report the same dissatisfaction as Kassandra regarding 

compensation, her time commitment, which exceeds the limited expectations for adjunct 

faculty, echoed that of Kassandra’s experience. 

Poor communication from the department. When investigating the relationship 

between adjunct faculty and departments as well as the university, the gap in 

communication was a recurring theme. Previous research has reported notable 

discrepancies between the low level of support for adjunct faculty (Benjamin, 2002; 

Umbach, 2007; Valadez & Anthony, 2001) and their motivation level, which is high 

(Feldman & Turnley, 2001; Maynard & Joseph, 2008; Valadez & Anthony, 2001). The 

accounts by participants in this study supported the claim that there is an imbalance 

between adjunct faculty and their departmental or university administration that has taken 

the form of poor communication. Adjunct faculty interviewed described their 

administration as being available, but not proactive or nurturing. 

Marguerite believed that adjunct faculty were placed in a position to work beyond 

the scope of their responsibilities or suffer the consequences of being an outsider. As an 

aspiring academic who received her degree at the same institution, she attempted to play 

a larger role in department activities, but believed she was naturally disadvantaged as an 

adjunct faculty member. 
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[Daytime meetings are] part of [a full-time faculty member’s] contract. I’m not 

paid to attend that. As an adjunct, [I’m] only going in 1 or 2 days a week to 

campus. It’s not cost-effective for me to have a parking permit, so that means I’m 

paying for parking to go to those meetings. Again, there’s no support structure in 

place. The information flow to adjuncts is very eclectic. (Marguerite) 

 According to Marguerite, “There is no consistent structure in place to make sure 

that adjuncts are informed . . . If I was a new adjunct, I wouldn’t even know where to get 

supplies.” To overcome this challenge, she relied on pre-existing relationships developed 

as a student at the university to stay informed. “Since I was a student then worked full-

time for a couple years, I have friends that are still faculty members. I have backdoor 

ways of getting information if I think it’s critical that I get it.” 

Multiple participants reported similar pre-existing relationships that were the 

basis for their communication with the university rather than their arrangement as adjunct 

faculty. Nicholas, whose wife was a former professor at the research site, acknowledged, 

“I’ve retained and grown and met new people. I don’t think it had everything to do with 

her, but I don’t want to say it was entirely that I was just embraced as an adjunct.” 

Madeline felt socially disconnected saying, “The only reason I know one of the other 

instructors that teaches this section is because I knew her from when we both worked 

[together].” 

The overall sentiment of participants was that they are disengaged from the 

university and required to take the first step in establishing communication. Some 

participants were not bothered by this gap, but the few positive communication channels 
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mentioned during interviews were the result of existing relationships prior to appointment 

as adjunct faculty. Despite some faculty being accepting of the university’s lack of 

involvement, others reported barriers to communicating effectively and a desire for more 

interaction. 

Theme 6: Experience of Varied Levels of Autonomy in Their Teaching 

Participants in the study described a variety of circumstances regarding their 

autonomy in designing syllabi and course materials. Generally, their level of autonomy 

was either very high, meaning that they were able to operate unencumbered to the point 

of detachment by the university, or low, meaning they received prescribed and rigid 

materials and assessments with little room for adjustment. The latter situation left 

participants wishing they had more freedom. 

When participants described high levels of autonomy, they were left to create 

their own syllabi and execute the class with no oversight. Sophie described the design of 

her own course as having “very few limitations to what I was allowed to do and not 

allowed to do,” while Kian reported “an amazing amount of autonomy” in the design of 

his course on financial policy. Nicholas explained, “I’m given free rein basically.” 

Amelie’s story of beginning her adjunct teaching was representative of the freedom 

highly autonomous participants experienced: 

I have a huge amount of autonomy, way more than I had when I was teaching on 

the military side of things. It was kind of funny when I first started, I asked the 

associate dean, I said, "Okay, do I need to send my syllabus to somebody to get it 
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approved? Do I need to do this? Do I need to do that?” The answer was no. 

(Amelie) 

While the expanded freedom allowed more flexibility, Amelie reported that it didn't 

always work out well. 

I mentioned this one course that I taught . . . was an experimental course we did in 

the summer. It was not a happy experience. It was a new course. It was something 

that I had developed. I had never taught it before, and we haven’t done it again. 

I’d like to go back and redo it, . . . but it needs some work before we put it back in 

the mix. (Amelie) 

The aforementioned accounts could reflect a high level of trust between the 

university and adjunct faculty or they could reflect a lack of attention to adjunct teaching. 

The extreme level of autonomy, however, was met with varied opinions. While Heidi 

believed she “had a lot of autonomy,” she also noted, “It actually was too much at times.” 

Graham commented that he “never had anyone from the staff or other faculty members 

sit in” on his classes and that “the only evaluation is the student evaluation.” He 

attributed the lack of involvement to his course being an elective reasoning, “I guess they 

figure it’s more up to me than if I were teaching a core course . . . Maybe there I’d get 

more engagement for sure.” 

Madeline shared Graham’s experience saying, “They’ve never come and observed 

me. They’ve never checked to see if I’ve even shown up on the first night of class.” 

While appreciating the freedom, she questioned the lack of involvement saying, “As an 

educator and administrator, I would like to know what my adjunct people are doing.” 



87 

 

Some participants, such as Kian, described a healthy interaction between himself 

and other instructors, including tenured faculty. “When I first [started], I looked at other 

syllabi just to get a sense of how they were organized. Then I designed mine, sent it 

around to some of the full-time faculty, got their comments, etc.” 

On the other end of the continuum, some participants described having limited 

autonomy over their courses. Alice, a dual-employed elementary school teacher, noted 

that the university was “trying to control the syllabus and almost the delivery and 

instruction.” Similarly, Caden felt overwhelmed by the number of required readings that 

he could not control which resulted in a suboptimal classroom experience. 

There were a lot of readings they were supposed to do. We had some discussions, 

a little less than I would have liked. The problem was there was so much material 

that they are somewhat inefficient . . . The students really liked [debating and 

asking questions]. There just wasn’t enough time to do as many of them as I 

would have done if I had more hours. (Caden) 

The varied nature of adjunct course autonomy was most evident through the 

experiences of participants who have taught at multiple institutions of higher education or 

for a long period of time. “I am very happy still with the autonomy I have [at this 

institution]. It’s not so with other schools, unfortunately, anymore,” said Amber. Echoed 

by Marguerite, the changes to adjunct faculty autonomy have been a negative influence 

on her teaching experiences. 

It’s changed a lot honestly. Before 2011, I was given a syllabus outline and said, 

“These are the major things we need you to cover. Here’s what some people have 
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done in the past.” As long as I turned in my syllabus for approval, no one really 

cared . . . When I came back to adjuncting in 2015, it was very different. It was, 

“This is the syllabus. These are the major assignments. These are the books that 

they need.” It was much more controlled. And that has steadily increased over the 

2 years that I’ve been back to adjuncting. In fact, this last semester they started 

implementing some common assessments across the program. (Marguerite) 

Although the ongoing reduction in autonomy is negatively perceived by 

Marguerite, it is important to note that factors, such as consistency in expectations and 

outcomes across sections may also play a role in this shift. While this may not reflect a 

lack of trust with adjunct faculty, it does reinforce the corporatization of higher education 

insofar as adjunct faculty interested in pursuing a career in academia may be 

underutilized in this capacity. 

Alice shared her observation of the same trend experienced by Marguerite. “I 

noticed within the last year that the syllabi for the courses [I teach] are pretty structured, 

similar to another instructor that would teach it . . . I can [still] infuse different things, the 

way in which it’s delivered can be unique.” In her 20 years of teaching she reminisced, 

“When I first started, we actually got to design our own syllabi, which was nice. Now 

they’re more uniform. They have a place that I’m supposed to go, and every syllabus is 

supposed to look the same way.” Alice is wary of being told, “Oh, you can’t teach this or 

you can’t introduce this video” which would “take away a little bit of creativity, a little 

bit more freedom.” 
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The experiences of participants speak to the previous theme of minimal 

communication between adjunct and university. No participants described a collaborative 

relationship built on continual improvement. Participants were either left to operate 

unilaterally or assigned rigid syllabi each semester. Similar to the implications of the 

previous theme, hyperbolic autonomy for adjunct faculty may limit the growth potential 

for both parties. 

Summary 

In this chapter, six themes were introduced from analysis of participant 

interviews. The six themes coalesced around how professional experiences of adjunct 

faculty impacted their teaching practice. Participants demonstrated an emphasis on 

transferring practical knowledge to their students. The use of functional resources and 

activities in lieu of traditional texts and assignments exemplified the desire to prepare 

students for professional careers. Participants frequently reported the use of storytelling 

to share their experiences with students who responded positively to this practice. An 

established professional presence also improved the ability of participants to relate to 

students. Expanding on the professional experiences of participants, it was reported that 

the relevance of adjunct professional experiences would diminish over time if the 

individual left the professional workplace. This theme speaks to the continual evolution 

of disciplines and a need to stay up-to-date with current trends. 

While the aforementioned themes indicated that adjunct faculty are able to create 

a positive environment for student professional preparedness, participants also reinforced 

prevailing beliefs regarding the relationship between adjunct faculty and their 
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departments. According to participants, the varied professional contexts of adjunct 

faculty coupled with the disengaged attitudes of departments leads to a disadvantaged 

working relationship for adjunct faculty. This was evidenced most strongly in the varied 

levels of autonomy and the ways in which participants perceived their autonomy as 

classroom instructors. 
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Chapter Five 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how the professional experiences of 

adjunct faculty influence their teaching. This chapter includes a discussion of four 

significant findings on the experiences of adjunct faculty in relation to the existing 

literature: (a) adjunct faculty actively leverage their professional experiences while 

teaching, (b) adjunct faculty bridge the gap between academic and professional 

environments, (c) the duality of part-time teaching and professional practice is enriching, 

and (d) adjunct faculty experience a disadvantaged relationship with the university. 

Additionally, the chapter includes a discussion on the limitations of the study. 

The following questions are addressed in this chapter: 

1. In what ways do adjunct faculty incorporate their professional experiences 

into their teaching? 

2. In what ways do adjunct faculty perceive their professional experiences as 

facilitating their ability to guide student learning? 

3. In what ways do the professional experiences of adjunct faculty influence 

their relationships with the university? 

The above mentioned findings are rooted in six themes identified from data 

analysis: (a) professional experiences inform decisions in teaching strategy, (b) adjunct 
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faculty bridge the gap between academic study and professional practice, (c) the ability to 

draw on professional experiences diminishes over time when not active in a professional 

environment, (d) adjunct employment can be enriching to the non-academic career, (e) 

adjunct faculty are disadvantaged in engaging with the administration, and (f) adjunct 

faculty experience varied levels of autonomy in their teaching. These themes indicate that 

adjunct faculty add a unique value to student learning through their connection to the 

professional world. Thus, it is suggested that the value proposition of adjunct faculty is 

expanded beyond its temporal nature in aiding traditional faculty. Adjunct faculty 

represent a dynamic teaching resource through their professional experiences that adds 

complementary diversity to a university’s teaching faculty. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

Beginning in the 20th century and continuing into the 21st, higher education has 

become increasingly more intertwined with the larger societal discourse as a vehicle 

towards economic fulfillment and prosperity (Thelin, 2019). During this process, students 

have developed an expectation to be prepared for professional careers in college (Brint & 

Clotfelter, 2016; Tomlinson, 2017). Moreover, businesses are playing a larger role in 

academia by exerting influence through hiring practices (Tomlinson, 2008) and entering 

into joint ventures with universities (Anderson, 2019). Despite the majority of students 

believing they are workplace ready, employers disagree and believe that professional 

competencies of graduates are lacking (Bauer-Wolf, 2018). Adjunct faculty, who teach 

the majority of classes (Kezar & Maxey, 2012) and are often dual-employed (Leslie & 
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Gappa, 2002), are uniquely positioned to help fill this gap between academic and 

professional environments. 

I conducted a thematic analysis of semi structured interviews with adjunct faculty 

to investigate the ways in which their professional experiences influenced their practice 

of teaching. The interviews were conducted at a single institution of higher education in 

order to best control for the diversity of adjunct contexts. The following section presents 

findings from synthesizing the themes identified in Chapter 4 with the literature discussed 

in Chapter 2. These findings are presented through the conceptual framework of 

professional pedagogical content knowledge (PPCK), proficiency in teaching content for 

the purpose of professional practice. 

Professional experiences influence course design and teaching. The findings of 

this study assert that adjunct faculty utilize their professional experiences to enrich the 

classroom experience. Participants reported leveraging their professional experiences 

when making decisions on selecting course materials and designing assessments. 

Additionally, participants reported that the reason for drawing on their professional 

experiences was in order to better prepare their students for life after school as they 

pursue professional careers. The results from this study indicated that adjunct faculty 

shape their teaching and classroom practice by incorporating their professional 

experiences. 

The integration of classroom experiences focused on workplace readiness is in 

conflict with the narrative that adjunct faculty only provide contingent labor. Despite 

being compensated and supported less than full-time faculty (Allison et al., 2014; 
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Valadez & Anthony, 2001) who share similar classroom teaching responsibilities, adjunct 

faculty are able to adapt current curricula to be more focused on workplace readiness. 

These changes are in alignment with what students and businesses expect from higher 

education today. 

In addition to the design of courses, storytelling was a commonly reported 

strategy for sharing professional experiences with students. Participants frequently 

reported the use of storytelling to explain the context of professional environments and 

situations. Both Kassandra and Traci reported receiving positive feedback from students 

when using storytelling to add context to theory. Similarly, Graham reported student 

feedback that his stories helped make connections. The findings in this study are in 

alignment with existing literature that highlights storytelling as a method of connecting 

theory to context (Cross, 2017; Knox & Craft, 1997; Lisenbee & Ford, 2018). This 

finding is pertinent as employers report poor graduate proficiency in critical 

thinking/problem solving and leadership (Bauer-Wolf, 2018). By sharing past 

professional experiences with students, adjunct faculty present their own experiences for 

students to reflect on, learning about the decisions they will be asked to make in a 

professional setting. The presence of storytelling appears to address these gaps in 

classroom teaching. When disaggregating the study participants into Gappa and Leslie’s 

(1993) typology of career enders; specialists, experts, and professionals; aspiring 

academics; and freelancers, all four groups placed an emphasis on the role their 

professional experiences played in shaping their teaching practices.  



95 

 

Career enders repeatedly emphasized practical application and the benefit of 

professional preparedness. Kian prioritized readings and texts written by active 

professionals over academic textbooks. Graham changed his assessments from traditional 

writing assignments to memos that model real-world working scenarios. Similarly, 

Sophie believed that learning was incomplete without including discussions of practical 

application in the field. 

Freelancers focused on their eclectic experience teaching at multiple universities. 

This subgroup did not report as strongly regarding their professional background; 

however, they leveraged their experience to share ideas with administrators as well as 

building relationships with their students. Bristol gave feedback to her course coordinator 

based on previous experiences at another university. Similarly, Madeline shared her 

previous teaching experiences with her students to provide them with a broader view 

beyond their classroom and campus. Adjunct faculty belonging to this subgroup can 

contribute to an institution’s cultural diversity by sharing their parallel experiences at 

other institutions. 

The cohort of aspiring academics, who were all former K-12 teachers, described a 

need to understand the workings of a K-12 classroom—a skill necessitated by being 

active in the professional setting. Kassandra detailed her use of emergent literature in the 

design of a course, and Traci shared her strategy of humanizing theories with examples 

from her own teaching experience. The transient nature of an aspiring academic 

presented itself in Marguerite’s interview. She left public school teaching to become 
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tenure-track faculty and believed she was losing touch with the K-12 students her adult 

learners would be interacting with. 

Professionals, specialists, and experts believed that infusing skill development 

and professional awareness was a valuable contribution that they added to the learning 

experience. Caden explained that his hands-on experience was a factor in his 

appointment. Nicholas believed that it was “part of my job” to develop professional skills 

in his students, while Naoma designed her classes with a focus on skill development, 

using textbooks as a supplement when necessary.  

This study raises questions when it is considered within the context of the broader 

literature. Benjamin (2002) asserted that the quality of education diminishes with the 

increased presence of adjunct faculty, while Ehrenberg and Zhang (2005) as well as 

Jacoby (2006) and Kezim et al. (2005) wrote that adjunct faculty negatively impact 

student graduation and retention. The initial question that emerges is whether the changes 

in course design to integrate practical experiences positively impacts student learning. 

The subsequent question is if the discrepancy in adjunct course design and student 

outcomes is due to other factors, such as poor faculty support or a lack of guidance. 

Benjamin, as well as Valadez and Anthony (2001), noted a lack of faculty support as 

contributing to their findings. Meixner et al. (2010) found that adjunct faculty sought 

mentorship from full-time faculty to overcome challenges in teaching. Participants of this 

study reported similar sentiments. 

These findings support the assertion that adjunct faculty are not necessarily 

inferior to traditional full-time faculty but that they are different. Adjunct faculty, 
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particularly career enders and specialists, are keenly focused on skill development and 

preparing students for future employment. The connection to professional practice may 

not be as strong for aspiring academics and freelancers; however, they also demonstrated 

a deep caring for student learning and emphasized the importance of developing strong 

connections with students. While this study did not address the larger issue of 

programmatic student outcomes, such as graduation and retention rates, within the 

context of a classroom adjunct faculty demonstrate behaviors in alignment with enhanced 

sensitivity towards PPCK. 

Professional experiences improve credibility. The results of this study 

identified a belief that adjunct faculty are credible sources of learning due to their 

professional experiences. While the existing literature often identified the status of 

adjunct faculty as a negative indicator of student success, this study indicated that the 

existing conclusions might be overly simplified. Previous research found that exposure to 

adjunct faculty in community colleges negatively impacted student transfer rates to 4-

year universities (Eagan & Jaeger, 2009), as well as graduation rates (Jacoby, 2006). The 

assertion can be made that students achieve less when exposed to adjunct faculty and will 

thus be negatively impacted professionally. However, my findings offered an alternative 

perspective that due to the professional experiences of adjunct faculty, they can play a 

complementary role in scaffolding students’ transition from academic to professional 

environments.  

According to the adjunct faculty participating in this research, students were 

appreciative of their professional experiences. Participants reported being perceived as 
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very credible in their role as subject matter experts in the higher education classroom. 

They shared that students who were also employed found them to be more relatable. 

Christina, a braille teacher, detailed how her professional experiences working with 

visually impaired children improved her ability to transfer that knowledge to her 

undergraduate students. These sentiments were echoed in feedback participants received 

from students in the higher education classroom. Kassandra’s students told her, “[The 

learning experience] felt so much more real to me” because of her professional 

experiences. The professional networks of participants also played a role in their ability 

to connect academic and professional environments. Participants reported leveraging 

their networks to involve guest speakers and on-site visits. 

This finding is important as it brings into question what qualifies as subject matter 

expertise. More specifically, it demonstrates that students reportedly perceive credibility 

as being associated with a professional role outside of academia. This distinction is 

addressed by defining PPCK independent of general content knowledge and even PCK. 

Students perceive credibility as being assured that the content taught in class will 

translate to professional proficiency and workplace skills. 

In order to define credibility, the learning objective must be identified first. In this 

case, the gap between academic learning and workplace skills is more credibly instructed 

by faculty with professional experiences to draw upon. Illustrated by the National 

Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE), students are overly confident regarding 

their aptitude relative to where employers rate their proficiency (Bauer-Wolf, 2018). The 

examples from participants in this study coalesced around the deficiencies cited in the 
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NACE study. Workplace conduct, communication skills, and leadership are practical 

skills that are separate from content knowledge, falling into the category of PPCK. 

According to participants, students believe that adjunct faculty are positioned as credible 

practitioners to improve the development of these skills.  

It is important to note that professional experience is not a universal trait of 

adjunct faculty. Career enders as well as specialists, experts, and professionals are 

categorically coming from an extended career in—or currently involved in—industry. 

Aspiring academics may not have the same level of professional experiences depending 

on where they are in their career and freelancers similarly have no claim to assumed 

professional experience. While all four typologies reported professional experiences and 

a belief of increased credibility, the responses were more pervasive from career enders 

and specialists, experts, and professionals. 

This finding directly answers research question two. The results of this study 

intimate that adjunct faculty are able to help students comprehend complex workplace 

settings and filter out impractical content. Based on this, adjunct faculty may be better 

suited for upper-level courses focusing on applied knowledge where PPCK presumably 

becomes more important. This is contrary to the narrative of commoditizing teaching at 

the lower levels. Adjunct faculty may be an appropriate fit through the lens of being 

inexpensive and expendable; however, their skills and value-added experiences intimate a 

deeper relationship with student learning. 

The duality of part-time teaching and professional practice is enriching. The 

findings in this study identified that the dichotomy between part-time teaching and 



100 

 

professional practice fostered a symbiotic relationship that enriched the classroom 

experience as well as professional practice. Two primary assertions can be made from the 

findings. First, being presently active in professional practice improves teaching for 

adjunct faculty. And second, professional practice may be enhanced by teaching similar 

to the ways in which teaching is enriched from the professional experiences of adjunct 

faculty.  

These findings are impactful because they identify that specialists, professionals, 

and experts—a category in Gappa and Leslie's (1993) typology of adjunct faculty—are 

well positioned to both effectively teach and to benefit from part-time employment as 

adjunct faculty. 

Investigating the professional experiences of adjunct faculty, participants were 

asked about the relevance of their experience and specifically how being removed from 

professional practice through retirement or a career change would influence their ability 

to teach. Participants repeatedly cited that being dual-employed or at least professionally 

active through volunteering was critical. Maintaining this professional presence is by 

definition closely related to the experiences of the specialist, professional, and expert 

typology subgroup. Aspiring academics also fall within this symbiotic relationship as 

their adjunct teaching is in theory preparation for expanding their responsibilities to a 

full-time capacity. While freelancers and career enders may stay connected to their 

professional disciplines through networks and some exposure, they are less connected to 

professional practice than the other two subgroups. 
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Spencer, a food services professional, noted that his active participation in the 

work world allowed him to stay on the forefront of new trends. Similarly, Kassandra 

acknowledged the social-cultural component of teaching and noted that she would be less 

able to relate to students if removed from practice. Comparatively, career enders such as 

Nathalie felt the need to actively inquire about current events to compensate for her lack 

of active professional practice. Marguerite described her transition from active K-12 

teacher to aspiring academic, and she questioned if she was losing her relevancy. These 

accounts are representative of the overall belief that effectiveness may diminish the 

longer one is removed from professional practice. 

The emphasis of this study focused on how professional experiences influence 

teaching. However, participants also shared that teaching as an adjunct had a positive 

impact on them outside of the classroom. Sophie and Heidi, who both function as 

instructional designers, described a symbiotic relationship between their primary 

profession and adjunct teaching. Working with students allowed them to gain insights 

that informed their professional practice as designers. Heidi and Nicholas, both retired 

professionals, have relied on their adjunct appointments to stay informed of new trends. 

These accounts represent intrinsic motivators explaining why adjunct faculty report high 

satisfaction despite inadequate pay (Maynard & Joseph, 2008; Valadez & Anthony, 

2001). 

These findings posited that the nature of the professional experience matters when 

acknowledging adjunct faculty for their professional experiences. Teaching in a rapidly-

changing field intimates the need for an active professional who can continually maintain 
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the relevancy of a course. When removed from professional practice, the impact of those 

experiences begins to diminish along with the ability to relate those experiences to 

students. Career enders presumably have the largest wealth of experience to draw from; 

however, in retirement they become further removed from new evolutions in their field. 

Aspiring academics are in a position where pursuing an academic career may reduce their 

opportunities as an active practitioner as they seek full-time faculty employment. 

Freelancers are more difficult to generalize about as their reasons for teaching part-time 

are predominantly based on individual circumstance (Gappa & Leslie, 1993). Specialists, 

experts, and professionals possess a base of past professional experiences as well as the 

means to adapt with changes. This infers that their professional pedagogical content 

knowledge is both existent and persistent. 

Given their career goals, alternative methods of support to facilitate participation 

in governance and research could improve working conditions for adjunct faculty. The 

current research focused on the satisfaction of adjunct faculty from a position of 

traditional value propositions such as compensation; however, the role of adjunct may 

offer different benefits for the individual based on their circumstance. 

Adjunct faculty experience a disadvantaged relationship with the university. 

This finding contributes to the explanation of why adjunct faculty underperform relative 

to their full-time colleagues as established in the existing body of literature. Participants 

reported feeling a lack of connection with the university. This feeling was both social, 

referring to feelings of belonging to the organization, and professional through varying 

degrees of autonomy over their courses. These findings corroborated with existing 



103 

 

research that emphasizes unsatisfactory treatment and working conditions for adjunct 

faculty. 

According to Gulli (2009), the treatment of adjunct faculty is exploitative and 

unethical. Gulli referred to low compensation and a lack of job security as primary 

factors. Cross and Goldberg (2011) asserted that the prevalence of adjunct faculty is an 

attempt by universities to exert control over their faculty. The tenuous state of adjunct 

teaching can be referenced as an explanation for adjunct faculty having higher levels of 

grade inflation (Kezim et al., 2005). 

Participants in the study did not report feelings of being oppressed or exploited; 

however, they reported being naturally disadvantaged. Participants often relied on 

existing relationships, when they existed, with the institution for support and were 

required to extend beyond their contractual obligation in order to properly contribute and 

fulfill their teaching responsibilities. Kassandra described how she takes time to attend 

faculty meetings and devotes extra time to her students, yet is not compensated for these 

hours. Amelie described committing a comparable amount of time to her adjunct role as 

she did when teaching fulltime at a military college. Marguerite cited a lack of support as 

limiting her involvement with the university. The feeling of being disadvantaged is 

reliant on the adjunct faculty member wanting more than the agreed upon contracted 

terms. This places aspiring academics in a troublesome position where they are not 

rewarded for pursuing what they desire. Despite wanting to further establish themselves 

in academia, aspiring academics must overextend their contracts as Kassandra did or, like 

Marguerite, limit their additional activities. Regardless of typology, adjunct faculty, such 
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as Amelie, who are deeply dedicated to their role continue to work beyond what is 

expected or compensated based on the contracted terms. 

The lack of engagement also manifested itself when discussing autonomy in 

designing and teaching courses. This experience varied across participants. Participants 

who felt that they had too much autonomy described a lack of guidance, while those with 

very little autonomy described feeling constrained and unable to do what they believed 

was in the best interest of student learning. These findings reinforce the claim that the 

support for and working relationships with adjunct faculty are unsatisfactory. Participants 

were willing to be more involved with the university, but doing so required them to work 

outside the scope of their contracts. Adjunct faculty were inclined to engage in activities, 

such as taking the effort to attend meetings, be involved in the academic community, and 

support students outside of class, but they did not feel recognized or rewarded for these 

efforts. The tenuous relationship between adjunct faculty and the university was further 

exemplified by the varied levels of course autonomy reported by participants. Adjunct 

faculty felt both unsupported in their desire for affirmation and unappreciated for their 

perspectives. Both attitudes point towards a hands-off approach where adjunct faculty are 

either left alone by administration or prohibited from contributing to course design. 

These findings indicate that adjunct faculty wish to expand their roles as teachers 

and employees of an institution but are either incapable of doing so or feel taken 

advantage of when they do so. Currently, the PPCK of adjunct faculty is limited to the 

discrete courses they teach and the students they interact with directly. Institutions that 
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wish to improve their intentionality in preparing students for professional practice at a 

program level may find it useful to engage adjunct faculty in these efforts.  

Implications 

This study explored the professional experiences of adjunct faculty at a public 4-

year university as they pertain to the formation of pedagogy and their relationship with 

the university. The primary impact of the study is its contribution to the body of literature 

that identifies adjunct faculty as a value-added resource to teaching quality through their 

diverse experiences and their position between academic and professional environments. 

The study found that adjunct faculty actively leverage their professional experiences to 

shape instruction and assessment. Additionally, the study found that teaching as adjunct 

faculty may offer enriching opportunities; however, the achievement of many adjuncts is 

limited by the lack of institutional support. Through the findings of this study there are 

several recommendations for both practice at the college level and policy on a broader 

scale.  

Recommendations for practice. While the use of adjunct faculty is pervasive 

throughout higher education, the culture and working environment for a given adjunct 

faculty member is heavily influenced by their individual department or college. This is 

due to the lack of policy and regulation on adjunct faculty and leads to dramatically 

different working conditions not just from one institution to another but even across 

departments within a single college. The focus of these recommendations is to develop a 

better relationship between adjunct and department, creating a culture of mutual respect 

and inclusivity. 
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Get to know your adjuncts. This first recommendation for practice is simple but 

lays the foundation for all other change. Participants of the study repeatedly described a 

relationship that was not exploitative, but distant and disengaged. Course coordinators 

and those directly responsible for adjunct faculty would benefit from learning more about 

the individual expectations, goals, and experiences of their adjunct faculty members. 

The diversity of adjunct faculty limits the effectiveness of blanket policies or 

cookie-cutter management styles. Acknowledging the differences in individual 

experiences and backgrounds would be beneficial to both adjunct and department. 

Depending on personal context, an adjunct may or may not require office space, supplies, 

orientation, mentoring, or parking as support. By investing energy into understanding the 

needs and wants of individual adjunct faculty, departments can support adjunct faculty in 

a more targeted manner. When the department is able to efficiently support their teaching 

faculty, adjuncts will feel heard and appreciated as opposed to being subject to ill-fitting 

rigid policies. 

Treat adjunct faculty as subject matter experts. While some participants reported 

being fully autonomous in their course—often being approached to design the course 

themselves—other participants were recruited to teach sections in a larger course with a 

lower degree of autonomy. The group of adjuncts with less autonomy reported an 

inability to make changes to their class and did not feel valued for their knowledge. It is 

recommended that course directors who hire adjunct faculty frame the relationship as one 

between designer and subject matter expert rather than director and laborer. Course 

directors should solicit feedback from their adjunct faculty on the state of professional 
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environments, the applicability of assessments to professional preparedness, and 

emergent and receding trends in industry. This recommendation directly addresses the 

reports from participants, such as Marguerite, who were given outdated syllabi and asked 

to teach the course as outlined without modification. 

Provide guidance and opportunities for professional growth. Departments 

should encourage, support, and promote the professional growth of adjunct faculty. A 

commitment to the development of a department’s adjunct population will improve the 

engagement between adjunct and department as well as demonstrate a long-term desire to 

improve the quality of instruction. Two segments of the adjunct population are ideal for 

this type of support: long-time adjunct faculty and aspiring academics.  

By investing resources into adjunct faculty who are committed to teaching or wish 

to establish an academic career, there is a stronger likelihood that the investment in 

resources will be valued and useful for the future. In this study, the majority of 

respondents were long-standing adjunct teachers, having taught for 4 or more years. 

Additionally, the respondents represented a young population with 25-34- and 35-44-

year-old segments being the largest. The combination of these two factors intimate that 

the adjunct population is young and committed. Some recommendations for such 

opportunities include involvement in institutional governance, supporting participation in 

research and the academic community, such as conferences and nominations for special 

committees on teaching. 

Recognize innovations in adjunct faculty. As practitioners work at a micro-level 

to improve the state of adjunct faculty, those contributions should be recognized at a 



108 

 

macro-level. One such example of this recognition is the Delphi Award, supported by 

The Delphi Project (2019). This award recognizes and consequently legitimizes the 

support of contingent faculty. These types of awards are important in the advocacy for 

improving adjunct faculty working environments. Adjunct faculty scholarship is another 

avenue for recognizing contributions to the adjunct community. A significant amount of 

outreach on adjunct conditions comes from publications such as The Chronicle of Higher 

Education (2019) and Inside Higher Ed (2019). While these publications are an important 

part of informing the general public, scholarly work is necessary to legitimize beliefs on 

adjunct faculty and better suited for influencing policy. 

Recommendations for policy. From the findings of this study, there are multiple 

recommendations for policy that can improve the utilization of adjunct faculty. These 

recommendations address the lack of support certain subgroups experience and provide a 

path for a more integrated relationship between adjunct and institution. I do not 

recommend any policy specifically at a state or national level primarily because, as the 

research on adjunct faculty continues to demonstrate, they are a highly diverse 

population. Moreover, the fact that many adjunct faculty continue to report positive 

satisfaction overall cannot be overlooked. Rather, my recommendations take a targeted 

approach to diversifying the ways in which adjunct faculty interact with their institutions. 

The hope is that those satisfied may continue to stay the course, albeit with improved 

support where reasonable, and those who wish for more support can find structured paths 

to distinguish themselves and more accurately define their relationships with higher 

education. 
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Offer multi-semester contracts. The findings of this study demonstrated that 

many adjunct faculty have shown a high level of dedication through their multiple years 

of service and reported dedication and commitment to teaching. Being contracted part-

time on a per-course basis is central to the definition of adjunct faculty; however, it also 

limits the reasonable commitment an adjunct can assign to an individual course. 

Institutions, such as Rutgers University, have begun awarding multi-semester contracts 

for adjunct faculty who have demonstrated excellence, classroom consistency, and a 

desire to continue teaching (Carrera, 2019). Awarding multi-semester contracts is a step 

in the right direction for improving the job security of adjunct faculty. 

Offer non-teaching credits. Currently adjunct faculty only have one compensated 

avenue for engagement with their departments—teaching a course. However, the 

landscape of adjunct faculty has shifted, and there is a population amongst adjuncts, 

primarily aspiring academics, who seek a deeper institutional commitment. The challenge 

is that the burden of commitment is solely placed on the adjunct who must go above and 

beyond their contract to participate. Introducing non-teaching contracts to be fulfilled in 

tandem with a course would give involuntary, part-time faculty an alternative method for 

interacting with the university. Two such types of non-teaching credits emerged from 

participants of this study: institutional governance and research.  

Officially recognizing and compensating adjunct faculty for their participation in 

institutional governance allows both parties to say “yes” and to say “no.” Many 

participants of this study reported no desire to be involved, but those who did participated 

using their own time and money. Moreover, official recognition would allow departments 
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or institutions to be deliberate and thoughtful in their expectations of how these faculty 

would participate. 

In acknowledgement of the aspiring academics subgroup as well as other adjunct 

faculty who are deeply passionate about their subject matter, providing formal support for 

adjunct faculty involvement in research has a variety of potential benefits. First, offering 

adjunct faculty an alternative avenue to participate within a university allows 

involvement beyond teaching. This involvement has the potential to improve the 

relationship between adjunct faculty and their full-time colleagues who would have an 

expanded pool of co-investigators with whom to collaborate. Moreover, the introduction 

of a “professional mind” would improve the diversity of the researcher population 

making way for new perspectives and lines of inquiry. And finally, this policy could 

address the fact that adjunct faculty reported that their experience as an adjunct provides 

little to no benefit in consideration for full-time or tenure/tenure-track positions. Perhaps 

this is due to a misalignment in experience where the traditional role of an adjunct is far 

removed from the responsibilities expected of a full-time faculty member. 

Limitations of the Study 

While the qualitative thematic analysis was effective in investigating ways in 

which the professional experiences of adjunct faculty influence their teaching, there were 

limitations to the study. The study was limited by the sample size and the data collection 

methods. These limitations restrict the ability to generalize the findings of the study. 

Increasing the number of interviews, whether through additional participants or 

multiple interviews per participant, would allow for deeper investigation into the 
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identified themes and findings. Emergent themes in the research were reinforced by the 

recollection of student feedback by the participants. The limitation is that the feedback is 

contingent on the impartiality of the participant. Further investigation by directly 

collecting data from students would provide additional clarity and substance. 

The participants for the study represented two of the 13 schools at the study site. 

The decision to use a single research site was to limit cultural and administrative 

variance; however, a broader sampling from more of the schools would have been 

preferred. Investigating adjunct faculty from other disciplines would contribute to 

answering the question of whether the findings in the study can be generalized to adjunct 

faculty or primarily to those within the represented disciplines. The two participating 

schools have a heavy emphasis on professional practice and experience with a primary 

goal of practitioner preparation. The lack of disciplines that are more heavily rooted in 

theory resulted in a potentially imbalanced population. Investigation across a greater 

diversity of disciplines would aid in identifying potential nuances from one discipline to 

another and affirming the findings of this study. 

In spite of these limitations, this study found that adjunct faculty consistently 

utilized their professional experiences to influence their teaching practice. The findings 

posited explanations for previous research and contributed to the growing narrative of 

acknowledging the contributions of adjunct faculty. The ways in which adjunct faculty 

leveraged their professional experiences were diverse, intimating a launching point for 

future research. 
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Future Research 

The findings of this study, along with the existing body of literature focused on 

adjunct faculty, suggest areas for additional research. This study illustrated the 

connection between professional experiences and the formation of professionally focused 

pedagogy; however, the connection requires deeper investigation. Four recommendations 

for areas of extended research are: deeper qualitative research, the use of quantitative and 

mixed methods, other strategies for disaggregating adjunct faculty, and examining the 

connection between academic and professional environments. 

Deeper qualitative research. Due to the interpretive nature of qualitative 

research, additional inquiry would serve to either affirm or challenge the assertions from 

this study. Replicating a similar method at different institutions would assess the 

consistency of the findings. Moreover, expanding the number of participants per typology 

subgroup would aid in the affirmation that adjunct professional experience may be 

generalized by subgroup. Additionally, there are a wide variety of data collection 

strategies for qualitative inquiry that would allow for triangulation of findings. 

The core of this study was the investigation into the voices of adjunct faculty. 

Subsequently they shared their beliefs on teaching, on their impact with students, and on 

their positionality with their departments. Similar research, including the perspective of 

students, other teaching faculty, or academic leadership would aid in constructing a more 

complete understanding of the adjunct landscape. 

Quantitative and mixed method research. Quantitative and mixed method 

research would allow broader investigation into the findings identified in this study. 



113 

 

While the findings of the study were identified through qualitative analysis, quantitative 

investigation at the same research site and other institutions would explore the extent to 

which the findings were present among the broader population. Additional quantitative 

inquiry could elucidate how the use of professional experiences from adjunct faculty 

differ across various segments including type of institution, geographical location, size of 

institution, typology of adjunct faculty, and field of discipline. 

Similarly, the use of mixed method research is perhaps the most appropriate 

methodology for balancing the ubiquity of adjunct faculty presence with the nuance of 

personal context. As adjunct faculty are not uniformly treated, even within a single 

university, and the high number of environmental factors influencing adjunct faculty limit 

the ability to ascribe causation for identified correlates, mixed method studies that 

explore (quantitative then qualitative) or explain (qualitative then quantitative) would 

allow for multi-modal triangulation and an extended narrative. 

New disaggregations of adjunct faculty. Further inquiry into the different 

environments in which adjunct faculty exist is necessary to formulate more targeted 

practices and policies. Adjunct faculty have been disaggregated by professional 

circumstance (Gappa & Leslie, 1993), voluntary or involuntary status (Maynard & 

Joseph, 2008), and career stage (Feldman & Turnley, 2001), yet there is a myriad of other 

dimensions upon which to research adjunct faculty. Within this study, no attempt was 

made to qualify the professional experiences of participants. It stands to reason that while 

generalizations can be made based on typology (e.g., career enders have a larger set of 

experiences, and specialists have a more recent set of experiences), there is even more 
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nuances within a single subgroup. Additionally, as demonstrated by the range of 

autonomy in designing classes as encountered by participants, the type of course may 

play a significant role in shaping the experiences of adjunct faculty. Opposing class 

dynamics such as core versus elective, undergraduate versus graduate, small versus large, 

and online versus face-to-face, may show similar influence as those dichotomies 

identified by previous researchers. 

Examining the academic-professional relationship. In this study, adjunct 

faculty were positioned as an intermediary between academic and professional 

environments. This connection is an area warranting further inquiry to better understand 

the dynamics of higher education as an economic contributor and preparatory step for 

students pursuing employment after degree completion. Investigating programs, such as 

the digital technology credential developed by businesses and fulfilled by institutions like 

George Mason University (Anderson, 2019) would contribute to the literature focused on 

the relationship between higher education and business. 

Another angle of the inquiry relating to the relationship between academic and 

professional environments is investigating other examples of “adjunctifying the 

workforce.” To clarify, this describes the decentralization of temporary labor to exist 

outside of an organization. Parallels between adjunct faculty and the newly emerged gig 

economy have been made (Tolley, 2018). Comparing similar corporate practices across 

disciplines may shed light on the consequences of such practices. 
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Conclusion 

The narrative crafted by the lines of inquiry into adjunct faculty is that of 

contingency and deficiency. The existing research indicates adjunct faculty are not a 

serviceable substitute for their traditional full-time counterparts. Traditional outcomes, 

such as retention and graduation rates have been shown to be negatively affected by 

exposure to adjunct faculty. However, the findings of this study propose a new narrative; 

the professional experiences of adjunct faculty provide unique value that is difficult to 

emulate. The added value of a strong adjunct faculty is that their experiences bridge the 

gap between academia and the professional world. Viewing higher education as a vehicle 

for employment and subsequent economic success, adjunct faculty can play a key role in 

educating learners about the real-world contexts of their future professions. 

The participants in the study consistently and frequently cited their professional 

experience as an empowering source of knowledge that benefitted student learning. 

Adjunct faculty contextualize theory through storytelling, value functional resources, 

cultivate professional practice among learners, leverage professional networks, and are at 

the forefront of emerging trends in their disciplines. Their ability to do so is tied to active 

participation in their respective disciplines. While traditional full-time faculty are more 

present and connected with respect to the university, they do not have the same 

opportunities to experience the professional world that most students are seeking to enter. 

The adjunct faculty interviewed for this study do not perceive themselves as being 

oppressed or victimized; however, they acknowledge that their working conditions place 

them at a disadvantage to impact student learning. The disconnectedness of adjunct 
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faculty leads to an environment where they must be proactive in requesting support. 

While some faculty enjoy the separation, those who are motivated to more 

comprehensively support students or function in a more integrated role with the 

university are required to go above and beyond their contractual obligations. Working 

together to improve these conditions, something adjunct faculty express a desire for, 

would benefit the development of dedicated adjunct faculty and, in turn, improve student 

learning. Some adjunct faculty choose to function in a contingent capacity, adjusting their 

contract from semester to semester. However, many have demonstrated a strong 

commitment to teaching at the institution and would welcome a more stable work 

environment. Adjunct faculty represent the majority of instructional faculty in higher 

education and should be treated as an investment rather than as expendable short-term 

labor.  

The landscape of higher education teaching has changed. Adjunct faculty are a 

population that is established, relied upon, and very diverse. Reflective of the literature, 

universities have traditionally viewed adjunct faculty as a supplement to needs unmet by 

full-time faculty. As a result, adjunct faculty are viewed through the lens of not being 

full-time faculty which has led to a deficit model. This study suggests a change in this 

narrative to consider that adjunct faculty possess unique value and experience that cannot 

be emulated. 

Contrary to the historic nature and negative research tone, adjunct faculty are not 

a contingent population satisfactorily filling a teaching role at an affordable price. The 

professional experiences of adjunct faculty play a key role in their teaching practices. 
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Career enders are able to share their lived experiences, particularly over the course of an 

extended period of time to provide context and insight into a specific field. Specialists, 

experts, and professionals offer relevant connections to the professional world. These 

connections can reduce the gap between academic and professional environments to 

improve student preparedness for employment. Aspiring academics possess a deep care 

for their teaching and are willing to increase their contributions given appropriate 

support. Freelancers, while offering less direct benefit through professional experience, 

are eclectic in their backgrounds and can provide a fresh perspective for students and 

academic departments alike. The professional experiences of adjunct faculty are not only 

reflected in their teaching but are a defining quality of the value they provide to student 

learning as a conduit for student preparedness towards professional practice. 
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Appendix C 

Informed Consent Form 

 

 
 

 

 
Office of 

Research Integrity & 
Assurance 

IRB: For Official Use Only 

Project Number: 715212-2 

Page 1 of 1 

 
 

INFORMED CONSENT TEXT: 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 
This research is being conducted to explore the perceptions of part-time teaching faculty. If you 

agree to participate, you will be asked to complete an online survey lasting approximately 10 

minutes.  You may also be asked to participate in a semi-structured interview for approximately 

30-45 minutes which will be audio recorded.  Interviews will be conducted either in person or by 

Skype. 

 

RISKS 
There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research.  

 

BENEFITS   
There are no benefits to you as a participant.   

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
The data in this study will be strictly confidential and maintained in an office only accessible to 

research personnel.  Your individual participation in this study will not be disclosed.  

Pseudonyms will be created for participants when necessary and used throughout the study.  All 

data reported will not be identifiable to any individual.  All audio tapings will also be analyzed 

under these terms and once data is collected, coded, and analyzed, these recordings will be 

destroyed.  While it is understood that no computer transmission can be perfectly secure, 

reasonable efforts will be made to protect the confidentiality of your transmission. 

 

PARTICIPATION 
Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for any 

reason. If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no penalty or 

loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you or any other party.  

Participants of the study are eligible for the raffle of a $100 Amazon.com gift card. 

 

CONTACT 
This research is being conducted by Jonathan Hsu, a PhD student in the College of Education 

and Human Development at George Mason University and Kelly Schrum, from the Center for 

History and New Media at George Mason University.  Jonathan may be reached at (703) 901-

0185 and Dr. Schrum may be reached at (703) 993-4521 for questions or to report a research-

related problem. You may contact the George Mason University Office of Research Integrity & 

Assurance at 703-993-4121 if you have questions or comments regarding your rights as a 

participant in the research. 

 

This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures governing 

your participation in this research.  

 

CONSENT 

○ Yes, I have read this form and agree to participate in this study. 

○ No, I have read this form and do not agree to participate in this study. 
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Appendix D 

Online Survey Questions 

 

Note: * Indicates a required question 

1. What is your gender? 

• Male 

• Female 

 

2. What is your ethnicity origin? 

• White 

• Hispanic or Latino 

• Black or African American 

• Native American or American Indian 

• Asian / Pacific Islander 

• Other 

 

3. What is your age? 

• 18 to 24 years old 

• 25 to 34 years old 

• 35 to 44 years old 

• 45 to 54 years old 

• 55 to 64 years old 

• Age 65 or older 

4. What is your highest degree? 

• Associate 

• Bachelor 

• Master 

• Doctorate 

5. How many years have you taught in higher education? 

• 0 to 3 years 

• 4 to 7 years 

• 8 to 11 years 

• 12 to 15 years 

• More than 15 years 

6. Which statement best describes why you teach part-time? 

• I teach part-time because I am retired or am transitioning to retirement. 
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• I teach part-time because I am employed elsewhere and offer specialized 

expertise. 

• I teach part-time because I am working towards a full-time academic position. 

• I teach part-time because I combine multiple part-time positions as a career 

choice. 

 

7. Describe personal and professional practical experiences that have influenced the way 

you teach. 
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Appendix E 

Semi-Structured Interview Guide 

 

Pre-Interview Screening 

• Does the participant agree to the interview being used in the study? 

o Yes 

o No 

Interview Questions and Probes 

• What are some practical experiences you have that are unique to you as adjunct 

faculty? 

o Experiences in your professional life 

o Give an example(s) of an experience other faculty may not have had 

o What makes this experience meaningful? 

• How have you incorporated your professional experiences into your teaching? 

o Lecture content? 

o Course design? 

o Relative importance of topics? 

• What can you teach students that another teacher may not be able to? 

o How do your experiences affect this? 

o Do you feel this a result of you as an individual or your environment as an 

adjunct? 

• How does your department utilize your background and experiences? 

o Do you participate in the department/university beyond the scope of your 

class? 

• Evaluate the effectiveness of your department at fully utilizing your strengths 

Post-Interview Confirmation 

• Would you like to verify the interview recording and/or the transcription of the 

interview? 

o Yes 

o No 
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