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The Adjunct Professor as Chimera:  

Part Professional, Part Hourly Employee, and Part Contractor 

By Ruth Wangerin1 

In the past half-century, a strange new creation has spread throughout the U.S. university 

system like a genetically engineered organism that has escaped the lab. Business-minded 

university management teams, striving to minimize costs and maximize flexibility, have come to 

depend on a unique hybrid model of professor to fulfill the core university function of 

instruction. In classical mythology, a chimera was a fantastical creature derived from parts of 

several other beings, with perhaps a lion’s head, a goat’s body, and a dragon’s tail. Like a 

chimera, the adjunct faculty that now teach more than half the courses at many universities, 

including the City University of New York (CUNY), are a fantastical blend of the most convenient 

(for management) aspects of three different staffing models. The adjunct chimera has the head 

of a professional, the body of an hourly employee, and the tail of an independent contractor.  

Colleges are expected to hire faculty who are professionals with advanced degrees, qualified to 

teach in their disciplines. However, they are now hiring fewer professionals as regular university 

faculty and more as contingent or adjunct faculty. They hire qualified people to do professional 

work for a low hourly wage and then drop them off payroll as soon as the academic term is 

over. This internally inconsistent staffing model has not only survived but expanded, 

threatening to destroy the academic professions. With the adjunct faculty chimera, university 

managements seem to be concentrating on the immediate bottom line with no thought for 

sustainability or the future of the university itself.  

Unlike Homer’s “thing of immortal make,” the adjunct chimera does not have the power of its 

constituent parts. The University has no reason to fear a fire-breathing adjunct professor. 

Instead, it constructs the adjunct chimera by amputation, removing most of the powers of the 

constituent parts. The adjunct faculty give of their essence but are much reduced and 

disempowered, unable to defend themselves or their professions. Adjunct faculty -- now 
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professionals fulfilling their responsibilities, now hourly employees brooding over a puny 

paycheck, and always contractors keeping an eye out for the next gig – experience their 

academic existence not as powerful mythological creatures but as involuntary shapeshifters. 

One moment they may feel like a college professor – exchanging contact information with 

another scholar at an academic conference, for example – and the next moment someone or 

something reminds them that they’re “just an adjunct.” 

One of the features of the university landscape that helps keep this system in place is the way 

faculty rank and rate each other according to research production. Because their research 

careers are not supported by the university, many adjunct faculty who pursue research have to 

do so without a safety net, without acknowledgment, and without support from their 

departments. The result is that they may not commit to research or may find a research career 

unsustainable. That situation, in turn, is used by those on the tenure track to justify the 

exaggerated status differential between the tenure track and the “adjunct” or expendable 

“others.” This illusion masks the real crisis. It also contributes to the identity problem and 

insecurity of those who find themselves stuck in adjunct positions.  

The head of the adjunct chimera: a professional 

Just as a chimera may have the head of one animal, the body of another, and the tail of a third, 

the adjunct faculty chimera has the head of a professional. Generally, people hired to teach 

college – even if it’s by the course – consider themselves members of their profession and are 

aware of both the honor and the responsibility of their role. The university’s accreditation and 

reputation, indeed its survival, depend on a faculty made up of professionals. Students and 

colleagues, as well, depend on adjunct faculty to conform to professional standards and to be 

self-motivated without need for supervision. The same criteria used to evaluate all college 

faculty also apply to adjunct faculty, including teaching success, mastery of the subject matter, 

integrity, and a sense of public service.   

The work of a professional is not measured in hours worked but rather in overall outcome. Like 

their faculty colleagues on regular contracts, professors on adjunct contracts do many things 
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without counting the time, including preparation, composing tests, grading, responding to 

emails, keeping up with their field, attending conferences, writing, and so forth. It is for this 

reason that the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) of the U.S. Department of Labor defines all 

teachers as professionals and “exempt” employees, regardless of salary earned.2 This means 

they are exempt from labor law standards that require the employer to keep track of their 

hours and to pay overtime and minimum wage.  

The upside of adjunct faculty adhering to the professional model is obvious. The downside is 

that it allows the university to receive many professional services without paying for them or 

committing to the survival of these professions over the long haul. In the context of this overall 

failure of the university system to honor and preserve the academic professions, it is ironic how 

often administrators acknowledge the dedication and performance of the faculty they hire on 

per-course contracts. Could it be that they are trying to reassure themselves that nothing could 

go wrong? For the past half century, by finessing these professionals’ inherent sense of 

responsibility and satisfaction in a job well done, universities have managed to obtain good 

teaching semester after semester for pennies on the dollar.  

The body of the adjunct chimera: an hourly employee 

If the head of the adjunct faculty chimera is a professional, the body is an hourly employee. 

While CUNY management may verbally flatter the professionalism of the adjunct faculty, for 

payroll purposes they classify them as hourly employees, though not necessarily as “non-

exempt” under the FLSA. In the 2017-18 Fact Book of the Office of Institutional Research of 

Lehman College, the chart of “faculty by rank” lumps adjunct assistant, associate, and full 

professors in the category “hourly instructional staff.”3  

In CUNY, paychecks for faculty hired by the course are calculated using the hourly employee 

model. This pattern is also enshrined in CUNY’s contract with the union, the Professional Staff 

Congress (PSC). While the contract lists an annual “salary schedule” for full-time faculty, it lists 

an hourly “rate schedule” for adjunct faculty. Both full-time and adjunct faculty are paid every 

other week, but the logic is completely different. Full-time faculty paychecks are computed by 
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dividing the annual salary by the number of 2-week pay periods over the entire year, that is, 26 

pay periods. Adjunct faculty paychecks are calculated by multiplying the individual’s rate by the 

total number of classroom “contact hours” required for the course(s) and then dividing that 

amount by the number of pay periods (typically eight) that fall during the semester. This system 

makes it appear as though adjunct faculty are being paid only for the hours spent in the 

classroom week by week, which is what many adjunct faculty believe. It also means, 

incidentally, that full-time faculty receive 26 paychecks every year while adjunct faculty receive 

only 16 checks. Furthermore, each of the latter’s checks are considerably smaller than their 

colleagues’ even if they are teaching the same number of courses over the fall and spring 

semesters.  

The Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) of the U.S. Department of Labor defines all teachers as 

professionals, as discussed above. So how then can college teaching be paid at an hourly rate? 

It’s not so much magic as magical thinking, the chimera: the work is professional, with no 

counting of actual hours worked, but the pay appears to be calculated by the hour.  

In practice, the system is administered as hourly pay. If the adjunct faculty member is absent 

from the classroom more than the three classroom hours per course allowed for sickness per 

semester, the payroll office may deduct the “hours” missed in the classroom at the person’s 

hourly rate. Likewise, for adjunct faculty who are paid for one professional or office hour per 

week, it is common for departments to require that exactly one hour be spent in the office 

every week. At the College of Staten Island a few years ago, the administrative assistant in one 

department was asked by her supervisor in the college administration to report any adjunct 

faculty who were not in their office during their scheduled office hours so that the payroll office 

could deduct one “hour” from their paycheck.  

Technically, what appears as an hourly rate is not in fact pay for the hours worked but rather 

for “contact hours” based on the requirements for awarding course credits to students. When a 

student registers and pays tuition for a course, the university is obliged to provide a certain 

number of hours of instruction, depending upon the number of credits (aka “credit hours”) that 

students earn for passing the course. A 3-credit course typically meets three hours per week for 
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15 weeks, for a total of 45 “contact hours” of instruction. This is why, to cover themselves, 

administrations ask faculty to “make up” snow days. When someone is hired to teach the 

course, the job is defined as delivering these 45 hours of instruction. So if someone’s 

contractual “hourly” rate is a seemingly generous $80, remember that in reality that is $80 

multiplied by the 45 required contact hours, or $3,600 in all. Since the CUNY contract limits 

adjunct faculty to only 3 courses per semester at a single campus, this results in an annual 

income that doesn’t cover the cost of living.  

During bargaining over the contract in March 2019, the PSC proposed to CUNY that someone 

teaching a 3-credit course should be paid for 6 contact hours per week instead of three. At the 

time of this writing, no agreement had been reached. However, it is clear that this proposal, 

while designed by the union side to raise the income of its most severely underpaid members, 

did not challenge the definition of the job as hourly. What they argued was simply that no one 

can teach a course without also doing preparation work outside the classroom. In fact, over the 

prior month, in an effort to convince management that adjunct faculty deserve to be paid 

more, the PSC conducted a research project in which adjunct faculty logged the actual hours 

they worked both inside and outside the classroom. This initiative worked within the hourly 

employee model but challenged the number of hours for which they were being paid. With 

data from the logging project, the PSC expected to prove that adjunct faculty were actually 

working many more than three hours per week per 3-credit class and were therefore in effect 

working for a dismally low hourly rate. The danger, of course, is that this approach reaffirms the 

illusion that college teaching can be hourly work.  

Lest there be any doubt that the hourly employee model is part of the adjunct faculty chimera, 

behold CUNY’s “non-teaching adjunct” (NTA). This term refers both to a rate paid for hours 

reported on a timesheet and also to an employee who fills out that timesheet every two weeks. 

CUNY colleges use the NTA rate to pay professionals by the hour for work outside the 

classroom. All professional staff have both a teaching adjunct rate and a non-teaching adjunct 

rate, and these rates are linked to each other in a 5:3 ratio. So if someone’s teaching adjunct 

rate is $80, that same person’s NTA rate is $48. Employee X could earn $240 in a week for 
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teaching a 3-credit course at a teaching adjunct rate of $80 or could earn $240 for 5 hours at 

the library reference desk at the corresponding NTA rate of $48. Teaching and non-teaching 

adjunct rates increase in lockstep at the 5:3 ratio when a new contract is signed or when the 

employee moves to a higher salary step with longevity or promotion. Adjunct faculty are paid at 

their teaching adjunct rate for teaching courses and may on occasion attend a paid training at 

their NTA rate. Full-time faculty or other full-time professional staff can teach an extra class in 

the evening or summer at their teaching adjunct rate and they can attend the same paid 

training (on a Saturday) at their NTA rate.  

Seeing the potential cost savings from exploiting this NTA rate, CUNY now has people working 

as “NTAs” in libraries, tutoring centers, and counseling departments. They are assigned a part-

time hourly schedule that observes the same limits -- in a 5:3 ratio -- as the semester limits on 

teaching contact hours for adjunct faculty (225 NTA hours = 135 teaching contact hours, or 

three courses).  

How are these adjunct pay rates determined? These rates are keyed to the annual salary of 

each person’s job title; the higher one’s title and rank, the higher one’s adjunct rates as well. It 

appears that many decades ago someone calculated what a faculty member needed to be paid 

for extra work beyond the regularly contracted duties. Considering that these were employees 

who already had secure year-round work, annual salaries, and full benefits for themselves and 

their families, they didn’t need to be paid as much for voluntary extra assignments as they were 

paid for their regular jobs. Hypothetically, if a full-time faculty member earns $70,000 for 

various duties that include teaching 7 courses per year, it may appear that the college is paying 

this person nearly $10,000 (plus benefits) per course. However, if one summer this person 

voluntarily teaches another section of a familiar course, s/he will earn not an extra $10,000 but 

just a little over $4,000, with no supplemental benefits package. 

For more than half a century, these same adjunct rates have been used to occasionally hire 

professionals from outside the university to teach a class. The CUNY Manual of General Policy, 

Article V, Policy 5.02, based on Board of Trustee minutes from 1965, specifies that  
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the use of the term ‘adjunct’ in combination with any professorial rank … [applies only 

to those whose] major employment is outside the University, and whose appointment 

in the University is made for a limited purpose (e.g., a special course or courses) or for a 

limited duration.4  

The Board is ignoring its own written policies when it hires over 12,000 people to teach who do 

not have “major employment…outside the University” and whose appointments are not “for a 

limited purpose.” Clearly, the university is using rates calculated for one purpose to hire people 

for a different purpose, that is, to do the bulk of the instruction with as little impact on the 

budget as possible.   

The tail of the chimera: an independent contractor 

With a professional head and an hourly employee body, the adjunct faculty chimera is 

completed by an independent contractor tail. An independent contractor is not an employee 

but rather is an outsider contracted to do a specific job. Upon completion of the job within the 

agreed upon time frame and to the agreed upon standards, the contractor receives the agreed 

upon fee. The contract includes language that protects both parties by specifying and limiting 

their obligations.  

Generally, it costs more to hire a contractor for a given job than to have the work done by a 

regular salaried employee. The reason is that contractors have extra expenses, such as covering 

their own insurance and providing their own office space. In addition, they need to include a 

cushion for the times they are not working between gigs.  

In CUNY, the official model is a contract with an outside professional to teach a course. But this 

is not how it works in reality, to the detriment of the professor hired this way. The key words 

here -- “independent” and “contract” – do not apply for adjunct faculty. The adjunct professor 

contractor is paid less, not more, than a regular professor; is expected to do many duties 

nowhere specified in writing; remains disenfranchised concerning department and college 

matters even after years in the same department; has no right of reappointment and hardly any 

other rights. One of the most striking differences between a real contractor and an adjunct 
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professor is that the latter is not entitled to charge a deposit which can be kept if the customer 

backs out of the contract, that is, if a course is cancelled shortly before the semester begins. 

Normally, the only reasons an organization would hire a contractor would be that none of the 

regular employees are qualified to do the work or that the particular work isn’t needed often 

enough to justify hiring an additional permanent employee. Neither of those situations are the 

case with CUNY. There are always thousands of courses to teach, courses that regular faculty 

are qualified to teach. So then why does CUNY hire contractors instead of permanent 

employees to teach these permanent courses? The only way it makes sense is financially, and 

only because CUNY has found a way to pay less to these contractors than it would pay to 

comparable regular faculty for the same work. And how is that done? Once again, it’s that 

magical chimera. The person seems to be brought in as a contractor (talking to the tail) but 

when the price is set it is suddenly transformed to a rate, an hourly rate for an hourly worker. 

No wonder adjunct faculty are sometimes confused about their terms of employment. 

The contractor model was the original inspiration for the adjunct faculty model. The adjunct 

instructor is merely contracted to deliver the course and the final grade that the college owes 

to the student who registers and pays tuition for that course. The “independence” aspect of the 

model can have advantages for both parties in some cases: “flexibility” for the university, and 

“freedom” for a person seeking this kind of arrangement because her/his main interests lie 

somewhere else, such as in another job or avocation. However, even when the adjunct 

professor values his/her independence, the advantages accrue mostly to the employer. And it is 

a very disadvantageous arrangement for a professional academic who is ready to make a 

commitment to the university but does not receive a comparable commitment in return. And 

that lack of commitment is CUNY’s purpose in hiring faculty this way. 

As contractors, adjunct faculty are not even officially accorded the term “faculty.” According to 

the CUNY By-Laws, Article VIII, Sections 8.1 and 8.2, only full-time faculty have “faculty rank” or 

“faculty status.”5 In most CUNY governance plans, adjunct faculty may not vote in departmental 

meetings and in many instances are even barred from attending, even if they have been 

teaching in the same department for decades. 
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It is only the tail of the chimera that is a contractor. This becomes apparent when one searches 

in vain for the written contract spelling out exactly what is expected of the adjunct professor. 

There is no job description. For contracting jobs like painting a house, if a task or material is not 

spelled out in the written agreement, the contractor is not responsible for doing or providing it. 

The detailed written agreement protects both the contractor and the person who hires them. 

Arrangements with the magic chimera guarantee that “contractual” protection mostly applies 

to CUNY, not to the adjunct professor. Other than the union contract, which says little about 

duties, the only “contract” is an appointment letter signed by the department and the adjunct 

professor that specifies at most the courses to be taught, the beginning and ending dates of the 

semester, the total number of teaching contact hours required by the course, and the rate that 

will be paid. That’s all. No definition of teaching. No requirement to do a good job educating 

the youth. Virtually no details about what’s expected, other than those dates and hours. Nor do 

the CUNY By-laws or the union contract give a job description or spell out the specific duties of 

contracted adjunct faculty. Luckily for CUNY students, the adjunct faculty already understand 

what’s involved in teaching a course. Because they are professionals, the contractor model 

does not release adjunct faculty from any extra work, nor does it set actionable limits on their 

obligations. Rather, the contractor model serves solely to limit the obligations of the university. 

The “contracts,” such as they are, show that the university’s main concern is to stipulate in 

writing that  

 the contract becomes null and void if the university decides to cancel the class, 

which it can do for a variety of reasons, and the university pays nothing  

 the fact that these people were hired to do this job does not imply that they will 

ever be hired to do another job, and  

 they will not receive their final payment until they have completed the job, i.e., 

submitted the final grades.  

The example below, from the January 2019 Lehman College one-page “appointment letter” 

signed by both the adjunct faculty member and the department chairperson, illustrates the 

legal language: 
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Any reappointment beyond the period stated in this letter requires the 

affirmative action of the appropriate College bodies and the Board of Trustees of 

The City University of New York. 

It is understood, and you agree, that your final paycheck for the semester will 

not be due or paid until you have completed you [sic] assigned duties, including 

submission of final grades. 

According to the contract model, CUNY pays only for the period from the first day of class to 

the end of the term. But in reality, the work starts long before the first day of class and doesn’t 

end when the grades are submitted. It is not at all unusual for departments – which, after all, 

are trying to provide the best education for the students – to disregard the technicalities of the 

contract model. Adjunct faculty are expected to respond to emails and to submit paperwork 

during periods when they are not on payroll before the semester starts or after it has ended. 

Nowhere is it written in official CUNY policy that faculty contracted to teach a course are 

obliged to prepare a course to certain standards in advance of the first day of the semester. Yet 

departments may demand this advance work and adjunct faculty may comply even though they 

are not yet on payroll and know that they may never be paid for that work if the course is 

canceled at the last minute. And after the paychecks stop, many departments require all 

faculty, regular and adjunct alike, to retain copies of final exams for three years. If a student 

appeals a grade, this unpaid faculty member will need to respond. And if a student requests a 

letter of recommendation long after someone has stopped teaching at that college, the 

professional will probably feel obligated to write it, knowing it’s not the student’s fault that the 

college is employing chimeras.  

Despite the needs of the students and the departments, the university insists on its preroga-

tives under the contractor model to make only the minimal commitment to the adjunct faculty. 

This means that the majority of the people teaching courses in CUNY remain eternally insecure, 

seeking a reappointment to teach another set of courses the next semester, and then again the 

semester after that, going through the motions of signing new “contracts” every term or every 
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year. No matter how many times their “contracts” are renewed, adjunct faculty never become 

eligible for tenure.   

The language of the “contract” or minimal letter of agreement is very one-sided, unlike a typical 

agreement between an organization and a contractor. These letters give all of the power to the 

college. For example, the college reserves the right to cancel the class. Not only is there no 

upfront deposit by the college to retain the contractor, but generally the adjunct instructor has 

begun preparing or even teaching the course long before being presented with the letter.6  

This is the contingent model of hiring; it provides the maximum flexibility that CUNY and other 

university administrations are now demanding. Their preference is to hire just-in-time faculty 

according to enrollment and be rid of them as soon as the grades are submitted to the 

registrar. This model is part of the long-term trend of university managements to steadily 

decrease the percentage of instructional staff who are tenured.    

The downsides of the independent contractor model are many. Were it not that adjunct faculty 

are not true contractors but are instead chimeras that add the features of a professional and an 

hourly employee, the contractor model would quickly fail. A contractor who does not feel 

obliged to perform all the unwritten responsibilities of a professional cannot properly teach 

college. And a contractor who is able to demand a realistic contract that would cover his/her 

true costs would demand more money than a regularly employed, salaried professor.  

The chimera is not real 

Regardless of the desires of some in university administrations, there is no such thing as a 

chimera. Nor is there such a thing as having your cake and eating it too, not to mention trading 

it in mid-bite for some other cake. These are fantasies concocted by university administrators 

acting as if they are directing a for-profit enterprise. Using such fantasies as a foundation in 

universities such as CUNY isn’t just unsustainable, it’s frightening.  

The trend toward replacing regular faculty with adjunct faculty is increasingly setting off alarm 

bells. The subject comes up in almost every meeting of the Lehman College Senate, for 
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example, and is a major concern of the PSC, the faculty union. Faculty of all ranks as well as 

students express concern about the increasing replacement of full-time faculty by adjunct 

faculty to whom no commitment is made and from whom no commitment can in turn be 

expected. It begins to feel as if the college is being run by a skeleton crew of faculty, the same 

few faces appearing on all committees and taking on all leadership roles. The climate of 

academic freedom and the very climate of learning is endangered on a campus where 

precarious employment is so prevalent. Also endangered is the future of the many specialized 

professions associated with universities. Graduate students see that they and their peers may 

be unable to make a living in their chosen careers. When the best and brightest are turned 

away from scientific and intellectual pursuits, the future indeed looks bleak. 

The internal inconsistencies in the adjunct model are mind-boggling. When an issue like Family 

Medical Leave Act (FMLA) comes up, suddenly adjunct faculty who work nearly full time as 

committed professionals are not FLSA exempt teachers like the other faculty doing the same 

work. Instead, they are hourly employees called upon to justify how many hours they worked. 

And those hours are taken from the hourly employee model of 3 hours/week/course, so they 

can never qualify. But how would parents of the students feel if they were to hear CUNY 

officials assert that the majority of the faculty only work a few hours a week? How would they 

feel, for that matter, if they knew that the faculty are living without pay four months per year, 

based on the fiction that they are contractors? 

The illogical CUNY model contrasts sharply with the much more realistic model used within the 

California State University system. While contingency, also called precarity, also called the gig 

economy, remains a stubborn feature of employment in our times, the union contract at Cal 

State ensures that most faculty move into relatively secure positions after a few years. At Cal 

State, there are no fantasy creatures, no chimeras, called adjunct faculty. Instead, both full-time 

and part-time faculty are on the same pay scale, with those working part-time being paid the 

appropriate proportion of the full-time salary for their position. So if a full-time lecturer earned, 

for example, $70,000 for teaching 6 courses per year along with performing other college 

duties, then a half-time lecturer would earn $35,000 for teaching 3 courses per year and 
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performing a half-share of other college duties. And people can move back and forth between 

full- and part-time schedules. 

The benefits of the Cal State system for all faculty and students are significant, as union officers 

from the California State Faculty Association told CUNY union activists when they led a 

workshop in New York City a few years ago. In fact, the benefits are so substantial that even 

administrators recognize it. Two former administration officials from separate colleges in the 

Cal State system have told this adjunct assistant professor that they found the faculty situation 

at CUNY shocking and would definitely change it if they were in charge.  

Here in New York, the current system is so entrenched that it seems almost a law of nature, 

even if it may have started out as a quick fix. The two faculty tiers – full-time regular salaried 

faculty and adjunct faculty – seem so far apart, so different, that many people take the system 

for granted and despair of it ever changing. Yet that system has changed elsewhere and is 

bound to change at both CUNY and the State University of New York. There is no good reason 

to create fantastical creatures so that colleges can stay open. That is happening at the cost of 

higher education losing its way. Just as the U.S. in the period after World War II instituted a 

system of taxes that provided sufficient funding for public services, including a thriving 

university system, so the country can again call on its better nature and do the same. 

1  Jessica Burke contributed extensively to the editing and final draft of this document. 

2  https://www.dol.gov/whd/overtime/fs17d_professional.pdf 
3   http://www.lehman.edu/institutional-research/documents/2017_Faculty-and-Staff_Section.pdf 
4 

http://policy.cuny.edu/policyimport/manual_of_general_policy/article_v_faculty,_staff_and_administrat

ion/policy_5.02_adjunct_professorships/document.pdf 
5 

http://policy.cuny.edu/policyimport/bylaws/article_viii/section_8.1./text/index.html#Navigation_

Location 

6    At Westchester Community College, the “contract” appears in the mailbox (with a note 

demanding that it be signed) after the adjunct faculty have begun working, sometimes 10 or 

more weeks after the semester has begun. 
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