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Students of Ohio State, 
The Ohio State University has recently been 
awarded a fresh distinction, unparalleled in 
history: in all categories that were investigated , 1

a new Institute for Policy Studies report  has 2

concluded that OSU is the number one “most 
unequal public university”  in the country. In 3

this case, “unequal” means that while the 
president and university administration are 
paid increasing amounts of  money, student 
debt also increases wildly. But OSU 
administrators make money not just on the 
backs of  students; they also do so on those of  
its rapidly expanding adjunct faculty, a contract 
workforce that saves the school money 
because adjunct professors have no job 
security, benefits, representation, or living 
wages.  !
This booklet will explain how these 
problems are connected to one another, 
why it matters to students, and what you 
can do about it.  
!

Debt 
Student debt has skyrocketed in the United 
States, topping credit card debt for the first time 
in 2012 at over $1.2 trillion. The IPS report is 
clear on this issue: rising student debt is 
strongly correlated with rising administrative 
pay.  This means that the bulk of  student 4

tuition dollars are not being spent to pay 
teacher salaries.  Students are therefore paying 5

premium prices for something other than a 
premium education. As American universities 
increasingly resemble corporations, a veritable 
arms race of  facilities and other markers of  
cultural capital has broken out in which 
universities compete for outside investments.  6

This system of  competition prioritizes profit 
and expansion over learning and teaching. 
University administrators get rich, the 
university increases its prestige, and capitalist 
expansion continues with no end in sight.  !
It is our view that no student should have to 
go into debt to receive a college education; 
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however, it is even more unacceptable that 
students pay for the extravagant lifestyles  of  a 7

handful of  administrators in exchange for the 
opportunity to simply be present on campus 
(even with all the modern facilities that money 
can buy).  !
Student debt cannot be discharged in 
bankruptcy court , and even death does not 8

forgive it.  Regardless of  one’s own personal 9

position on the issue of  why the United States 
is perhaps the only industrialized nation 
without free (or drastically subsidized) higher 
education, the rapid increase and near 
complete proliferation of  student debt among 
an entire generation of  college students points 
to a systemic shift in our country that reaches 
much beyond and cannot be explained by the 
2008 financial crisis. Indeed, evidence of  an 
institutional sea-change exists in that all of  the 
major developments in the past 30 years 
exacerbating or demonstrating inequality in 
higher education are linked: 

State universities have come under increasing 
criticism for excessive executive pay, soaring 
student debt, and low-wage faculty labor. In 
the public debate, these issues are often 
treated separately. Our study examines what 
happened to student debt and faculty labor at 
the 25 public universities with the highest 
executive pay (hereafter “the top 25!) from 
fall 2005 to summer 2012 (FY 2006 – FY 
2012). Our findings suggest these issues are 
closely related and should be addressed 
together in the future.  10

!
And while there may be nothing that individual 
students can do to address the cost of  higher 
education at this moment, there is work that 
can be done on one of  the issues that directly 
influences those costs. This has to do with the 
administrative university structure itself. More 
primarily, this booklet aims simply to bring 
these issues out into the open. !
What Is An Adjunct? 
Collectively, colleges and universities have been 
increasingly phasing out the job of  “professor” 
as it has been traditionally understood; instead, 
they are relying on “adjunct faculty” to fill 
teaching positions. Many students don’t realize 
that there are different job classifications that 
fall under the term “professor”: Emeritus, 
Distinguished, Full, Associate, ,Assistant, 
Affiliate, and Adjunct, are all different 
classifications for the job, but the one that is 
radically different from all the others is the 
adjunct position.   11

!
Adjunct professors are hired to teach one class 
at a time on a contract-work basis. If  that class 
is canceled (often without advanced notice), or 
simply not offered next term, the teacher of  
that class is out of  a job. This means that 
adjunct faculty have no job security, as they are 
not full employees of  the institution who will 
be given other teaching responsibilities. 
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Adjunct jobs can be taken away at any time, for 
any reason, even those that have little or 
nothing to do with worker performance. This 
is the first major distinction. !
The second is the obvious matter of  pay. 
While tenured professors can make upwards 
of  six-figures, adjuncts are paid at a median 
rate of  $2,700 per course , which means that 12

teachers have to commute to multiple 
universities in order to piece together a living. 
The U.S. House Committee on Education and 
the Workforce recently estimated that the 
median adjunct pay per year was $22,041 , 13

which not only falls below the federal poverty 
line for a family of  four , but also must be 14

generated by driving between several different 
universities throughout the week (presuming 
the adjunct is lucky enough to be hired at 
several colleges at once). This level of  pay 
would be inadequate for a professor even if  
they were hired at an institution as an 
employee; however, as it is, this salary is 
assembled through various part-time positions, 
meaning teachers juggle a manic commuting 
schedule that often brings adjuncts all across a 
single state (or more) every week. !
Additionally, adjunct professors do not hold 
the right to be represented in faculty meetings, 
and are therefore excluded from having a voice 
as a group (even though they are the largest 
group of  teachers on campus). As a result, 
adjunct concerns are left out of  the broader 
academic picture, leaving no voice to contest 
working conditions and the effects of  those 

conditions on student learning. Adjuncts also 
do not receive any employment benefits such 
as healthcare, retirement savings, or even their 
own offices. They resemble their full-time 
counterparts in a vague, societal equivalence 
that masks reality, allowing conditions to 
persist.  !

!  

!
!
Why This Is Important For 

Students 
College tuition has increased in this country 
over 1000% in the past thirty years , which 15

accounts for the proliferation of  debt. Beyond 
the fact that this debt burdens students for 
decades after they have graduated and entered 
the job market, the unequal composition of  
today’s public universities matters to students 
because adjunct teachers—those most likely to 
be giving you your education—can’t be as 
effective as they need to be. The reason for 
this is simple: if  adjuncts need to hold down 
other jobs, either at other universities or 
outside the teaching profession, they can’t be 
as available for students as their full-time 
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individually responsible for the choices that 
they make, and we must ask them to work with 
us for change. To that end, dialogue and 
mutual cooperation should be the method of  
engagement. We should encourage those 
running our university to use its high profile 
and its status as the country’s most unequal 
university as an opportunity to set an example 
for the rest of  the world.  !
But let us be clear: the system of  education 
and higher education in this country is 
outrageously unacceptable. It would be naïve 
to think that those in power will easily cede it, 
even for such a worthwhile cause as the 
educating of  our citizens. When and if  this 
proves to be the case, we must be organized 
ready. Our system is unsustainable, but we 
must be the ones to make the change. There 
will be no silver-bullet solution; protests, sit-
ins, scholarship, dialogue, and all other 
methods of  activism must be employed. Find 
the ways in which you can contribute, and do 
so.  !
The first step is to simply break the silence.  !!
Appendix I: Summary Of 

Findings 
The IPS report summarizes the following key 
findings : 25

• The student debt crisis is worse at state 
schools with the highest-paid presidents. 
The sharpest rise in student debt at the top 
25 occurred when executive compensation 
soared the highest. 

• As students went deeper in debt, 
administrative spending outstripped 
scholarship spending by more than 2 to 1 at 

state schools with the highest-paid 
presidents. 

• At state schools with the highest-paid 
presidents, part-time adjunct faculty 
increased 22 percent faster than the 
national average at all universities. 

• At state schools with the highest-paid 
presidents, permanent faculty declined 
dramatically as a percentage of  all faculty. 
By fall 2009, part-time and contingent 
faculty at the top 25 outnumbered 
permanent faculty for the first time. 

• Average executive pay at the top 25 rose to 
nearly $1 million by 2012 — increasing 
more than twice as fast as the national 
average at public research universities. !!

Appendix II: List Of 

Additional Resources 
In addition to the studies and sources cited in 
this booklet, please check out:  !
• Rolling Jubilee-Occupy-based effort to 

annul student debt (http://

rollingjubilee.org/) 
• New Faculty Majority-a major group based 

in Ohio and working for adjunct equity 
(http://www.newfacultymajority.info/)  

• Center For American Progress Report: The 
Student Debt Crisis (http://

cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/

uploads/2012/10/

WhiteStudentDebt-3.pdf) 
• Reclaiming A Sustainable Higher Ed 

Workforce (http://
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We call on students to raise awareness of  this 
issue, and to hold their universities 
accountable. There are many ways to begin: 
• Please copy and distribute this booklet! 

Students and teachers can only be allies in 
education if  all parties are informed about 
the issues. Talk to your peers, and spread 
the message about the way that public 
universities in this country are changing for 
the worse. 

• Call or write your administrators 
demanding answers for the way they are 
distributing tuition dollars. Ask tough 
questions, and publicly notify others if  the 
answers you receive are dismissive or 
condescending.  

• Consider using Twitter or other social 
media platforms to bring these issues to a 
public stage; a conversation might go 
differently if  the authority figure knows it is 
public.  

• Ask President Drake if  he is aware of  the 
crisis in higher education, and what he 
plans to do about it considering OSU is the 
most unequal university in the country. 
Consider suggesting that he begin with a 
symbolic gesture by donating a portion of  
his base $800,000 yearly salary to raise 
adjunct wages, or to expand scholarship 
programs, or both.  

• There is a possibility that adjuncts will 
follow the national trend and unionize. If  
this occurs, support their union, and their 
right to a living wage.  

• !
• Investigate our list of  resources to learn 

more information.  
• Have honest conversations with your 

professors, whether adjunct or not. By 
conversing with adjuncts, you can learn 
about how their working conditions have 
altered their teaching, as well as ways to 
work around these limitations. Additionally, 
you can talk to them about how they 

conceive a way forward for both teachers 
and students. By conversing with non-
adjuncts, you can perform some of  the 
educational outreach that adjuncts are not 
always able to do; you can be the link that 
spreads information, and connects allies to 
a cause that affects all of  us. Full-time 
faculty are more able to speak out, because 
they don’t have to worry as much about 
losing their jobs, and we need them to 
advocate on our behalf.  

• Finally, students must organize. Large-scale 
activism requires a concerted coalition to 
demonstrate to the university that we are 
aware of  the crisis in higher education, and 
we want to work together to change it.  !

The crisis in our universities is the result of  
decades of  entrenched practices, with myriad 
components and influences. 

!
Therefore, the people who are currently 
operating within this system should not be 
seen as our adversaries, per-se. They are only 
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counterparts. Adjunct faculty are paid by the 
course, which means they are not paid for 
everything that happens outside of  that course: 
developing a curriculum, meeting with 
students during office hours, grading papers, 
and everything else that is typically associated 
with the profession of  a professor is unpaid 
labor for all adjunct professors. This makes it 
increasingly difficult for adjuncts to perform 
that work, which makes it increasingly less 
likely to occur (even though this work is crucial 
to student learning). This unpaid labor is both 
a drain on adjunct’s resources, as well as being 
essential for students; even if  teachers find 
ways to afford performing this labor, it must 
be done on an increasingly crammed 
timeframe, in between commutes and 
additional unpaid labor at other institutions. 
Teachers in this model are not able to teach to 
their full potential. The result is both 
struggling faculty, and a cut-rate education for 
students.  !
Far from the exception, adjuncts have become 
the new majority; nationwide, the percentage 
of  adjunct faculty who teach students in higher 
education is somewhere between 60 and 80 
percent of  the total faculty.  At OSU “From 16

fall 2005 to fall 2011, adjunct and contingent 
faculty increased 62%—nearly three times 
faster than the national average.”  At the same 17

time, “From summer 2006 to  

summer 2012, average student debt rose 46% 
to $26,409” ; students are diving into debt for 18

the privilege of  learning from teachers who 
can’t even afford to grade papers. 

!
And while there a several cultural, social, 
economic, and political reasons for the these 
developments in higher education, the increase 
in student debt and the increase in adjunct 
workforces are related back to a common cause: 
the transformation of  a public university into a 
private, for-profit business. !
Instead of  paying for quality education, 
student debt is use to finance administrative 
salaries, and those campus assets that the 
board feels will make OSU more appealing to 
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corporate investors. At a time when public 
universities are run by CEOs and 
administrators, the bulk of  the constituency of  
these schools—namely, students and teachers
—have no voice in the governing process. As 
Richard Longworth wrote in the Chicago Sun-
Times, “It’s time to ask whether students at the 
Midwest’s flagship schools are getting their 
money’s worth.”  19

!
The Great Secret 
Universities don’t want students to know that 
their teachers are making poverty wages 
because this arrangement benefits the school 
financially; as long as society at large still 
considers our university professors to be 
prestigious—in other words, both a solid 
middle-upper middle-class job and also a 
position capable of  delivering the premium 
education that tuition ostensibly supports—
universities can afford to pay low wages. In this 
way, the schools get all of  the benefits of  a 
well-trained, PhD level professor, without any 
of  the financial cost associated with paying 
them. This accounts for the ever increasing 
dependence on an adjunct, contract workforce, 
and is a direct result of  an anti-democratic 
system of  governance which prioritizes profit 
for those in positions of  power.  !

Simultaneously, while professors may seem 
prestigious, the reality is anything but. Take as 
one example the story of  Margaret Mary 
Vojtko, a professor at Duquesne University for 
25 years, who sparked awareness of  adjunct 
issues in 2013 when she died “destitute and 
nearly homeless” : her annual salary in her 20

final years hovered around $10,000, her 
contract had recently been cancelled suddenly, 
and she received neither healthcare, a pension, 
nor any other single benefit from her decades 
of  work at Duquesne.  !
Some months before her death, Vojtko had 
attended a meeting between adjuncts and the 
United Steelworkers union, who were trying to 
help adjuncts unionize at Duquesne. As Daniel 
Kovalik wrote in the Pittsburgh Post Gazette,  

While adjuncts at Duquesne overwhelmingly 
voted to join the United Steelworkers union a 
year ago, Duquesne has fought unionization, 
claiming that it should have a religious 
exemption. Duquesne has claimed that the 
unionization of  adjuncts like Margaret Mary 
would somehow interfere with its mission to 
inculcate Catholic values among its students.  21

!
Most students can’t imagine their professors as 
homeless , and universities want to keep it 22

that way. The great secret, in short, is this: as 
long as students think they are getting a good 
education, universities can continue to exploit 
workers who have no time to teach, while 
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stuffing their own pockets full of  cash. This is 
the real reason Duquesne, NYU, and others 
have fought the nascent movement to unionize 
adjuncts at the same time that—in NYU’s case
—the school funds such laughably expensive 
projects as an entire campus inAbu Dhabi. !
American higher education should be free for 
all citizens. However, even in our capitalist 
system, there is a world of  difference between 
paying for a fine education and paying for 
administrative salaries, and an arms race of  
luxury facilities.  We demand that student 23

tuition dollars, while their requirement persists, 
be directed towards paying teachers a living 
wage in order that they be able to provide the 
education that students deserve. This 
equivalent exchange is sustainable, and does 
not require tuition in this country to be as 
astronomically high as it is; only football 
stadiums and lavish executive pay require these 
sums. We demand student tuition be lowered 
or subsidized, and the unequal distribution of  
funds in universities redistributed to establish 
equity among institutions and among faculty. 
Toward that end, we demand that students and 
teachers have a say in the governing decisions 
of  the universities which they compose: 
instead of  a corporate board, a democratic 
assembly.  !
What You Can Do 
According to the information presented here, 
the primary results of  the ways in which higher 

education has been transformed in the last 30 
years are as follows:  
!
University administrations run schools like a 
business, financing their own salaries and the 
growth of  their brands through two primary 
sources: student tuition dollars (debt) and 
savings from the replacement of  full-time 
workers with contract work.  !
The two groups of  people who suffer the 
most under the current system of  university 
management are the students and the adjunct 
faculty. Therefore, we propose a student/
faculty alliance for the advancement of  two 
twin causes: the alleviation of  student debt, 
and a living wage for adjunct professors.  !
We do not speak for adjunct professors, but 
many times, because they fear for their 
precarious jobs, they are unable to speak for 
themselves.  That is why students are crucial 24

to this movement, and why universities want to 
keep students in the dark about this state of  
affairs: so that it remain hidden. Adjuncts and 
students together make up the vast majority of  
every university; imagine what would happen if  
those two groups joined forces, and—for 
example—went on strike. The university 
cannot function without its largest 
constituencies; campuses would be ghost-
towns. !
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