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“Why do you find us disposable? Why are you pushing us off a cliff?”

These were the refrains I encountered during summer 2017 from newly 
unionized non-tenure-track (NTT) writing faculty amidst collective-
bargaining-agreement (CBA) negotiations. It bears noting that I myself 
am NTTF. However, as a writing program administrator (WPA) (direc-
tor of first-year writing), I am classified under National Labor Relations 
Act (NLRA) Section 2.3 as a supervisor and am therefore excluded 
from union eligibility (National Labor Relations Board n.d.). Still, as 
someone who considers herself generally left leaning, I found myself in 
the remarkable position of paradoxically empathizing with unionization 
and proposed CBA terms for one cohort of NTT writing faculty while 
experiencing surprise and reluctance over the same potential terms for 
another cohort of NTT writing faculty.

From whence did my contradictory attitudes emerge? Do not all peo-
ple deserve the job securities and rights unions promise? Perhaps I had 
been brainwashed to become an operative against my writing program 
colleagues. Perhaps my paradoxical position signaled an underlying 
hypocrisy: maybe I only valued equity in theory, just not in my backyard. 
Or, perhaps, as a midcareer WPA, I had just become completely out of 
touch, with my experience as contingent faculty several decades ago fad-
ing whilst I had morphed, unaware, into an antiunion bossman.

Amidst such self-doubt and disorientation, this chapter tells the 
story of a fierce battle for union representation and CBA terms involv-
ing three different cohorts of NTT faculty in the Duke University 
Thompson Writing Program (TWP): NTT adjunct faculty, NTT postdoc-
toral fellows, and NTT WPAs.
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At its core, this story explores two important ideas.
First, the lived experiences of NTT writing faculty vary immensely, 

with heterogeneity operating not only across but also within institu-
tions, and even within one writing program. Such heterogeneity may 
seem somewhat self-evident. The Conference on College Composition 
and Communication (CCCC) offers a deliberately expansive definition 
of NTT: “all faculty who are not protected by tenure” (2016). Still, the 
range of heterogeneity emphasizes the complex and varied systems that 
impact NTT labor and may even contribute to the inequities themselves.

The second important idea involves how our local, personal experi-
ences are always, inevitably, connected to larger landscapes. Here, inter-
sections among writing program labor, institutional context, academic 
employment, and economic tides coalesced to influence unionization 
at what was, arguably, an improbable institution and, also arguably, an 
improbable writing program. This case, therefore, reinforces the need 
for significant reforms in the employment paradigms governing higher 
education and writing program labor, even as it also may serve as a har-
binger, signaling that such reforms are seemingly (hopefully?) already 
in motion.

But, before proceeding, a caveat: many people were and remain 
involved with the events in this story, including, but not limited to, con-
tingent and noncontingent faculty across Duke, WPAs and staff, union 
representatives, undergraduates, graduate students, attorneys, and 
administrators. I neither attempt nor presume to speak for others, nor 
do I speak for my institution, nor do I suggest my experience offers a 
comprehensive, objective rendering. Rather, my perspective is informed 
by my own biases and limited perspective.

“ D U K E  A D J U N C T  FAC U LT Y  VOT E  F O R  U N I O N 

R E P R E S E N TAT I O N ”  ( “ D U K E  A D J U N C T  FAC U LT Y ”  2 0 1 6 )

On March  28, 2016, non-regular-rank1 Duke faculty entered union 
representation by the Service Employees International Union (SEIU), 
Workers United Southern Region Local 26. The initial three-year CBA, 
ratified in July 2017, covers between 250 and 275 non-regular-rank fac-
ulty across Duke (Duke Faculty Union 2018a; Gronberg 2017c).

Non-regular-rank faculty in Duke’s writing program were leaders dur-
ing unionization and CBA negotiations. The Duke Faculty Union’s first 
president, for instance, was a non-regular-rank writing faculty member 
(Gronberg 2017c). Twenty-three of the forty-one signatories from a June 
2017 open letter to Duke provost Sally Kornbluth, criticizing the stalled 
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CBA negotiations, were non-regular-rank writing faculty (Cummings 
2017; Gronberg 2017a). And, the banner for the official Duke Faculty 
Union twitter feed prominently features non-regular-rank writing fac-
ulty. The image depicts non-regular-rank writing faculty holding pro-
union signs such as “Duke: (Spare Some) Change,” with one person 
grasping a tin cup, connoting the Great Depression (Duke Faculty 
Union n.d.). The image has become somewhat iconic in this context, 
disseminated across several sites promoting the Duke Faculty Union or 
SEIU (Cummings 2017; SEIU 2017). At the time, non-regular-rank writ-
ing faculty numbered approximately twenty-five, and they now consti-
tute the highest concentration of unionized faculty in any unit at Duke.

Here are the NLRB docket-activity facts for Case 10-RC 169472:

•	 02/11/2016: Date filed
•	 02/22/2016: Notice of Election
•	 03/22/2016: Tally of Ballots:

•	 Number of Eligible Voters: 296
•	 Votes for Labor Union: 174
•	 Votes Against: 29
•	 Total Ballots: 217

•	 03/28/2016: Certification of Representative
•	 03/28/2016: Status: Closed (NLRB 2016)

Succinct as they may be, docket facts do not capture lived experi-
ences, particularly with time. Belying this seemingly forty-five-day pro-
cess, an SEIU union representative visited me at least one year prior to 
the vote to discuss writing program labor conditions, and CBA negotia-
tions took over sixteen months following the vote. As I write this, nearly 
three years postvote, negotiations, grievances, and transitions are still 
actively in process.

Docket activity also does not reflect the remarkable context sur-
rounding events. Case 10-RC-169472 was significant because Duke has 
two defining characteristics that made it, at the time, an unlikely site for 
a faculty union: it is private, and it is in the south. SEIU described the 
Duke faculty union as a milestone: “the first faculty union contract at a 
major private university in the South” (2017).

The American South has long been a bastion of union resistance. 
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, southern states have the 
lowest percentages of unionized employees (Brown 2018). Higher 
education faculty in the South, likewise, are comparatively less union-
ized than those in the West and Northeast (Sproul, Bucklew, and 
Houghton 2014).
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Private institutions, located in the South or otherwise, are also com-
paratively less unionized. In 2014, private, four-year institutions had the 
lowest percentage of faculty unionization (7 percent) compared to two-
year public institutions (42  percent) and four-year public institutions 
(25 percent) (Sproul, Bucklew, and Houghton 2014). According to 2012 
data from the National Center for the Study of Collective Bargaining 
in Higher Education and the Professions, 93 percent of organized fac-
ulty were employed in public institutions (2002). Legal precedent had 
largely dictated these circumstances until the NLRB’s December  16, 
2014, Pacific Lutheran University (PLU) decision opened more pathways 
for unionization at private institutions (Scott 2015).2 Coming on the 
heels of this PLU decision, the Duke Faculty Union signaled a turning 
point: “Emblematic of the changes in faculty unionization was the cer-
tification of SEIU as the representative of a [non-regular-rank] faculty 
unit at Duke University, the first new private sector faculty bargaining 
unit in a right-to-work state in a quarter of a century” (Herbert 2016).

In addition to this remarkable context, yet another aspect of Case 
10-RC-169472 also merits attention: the resulting CBA converted the 
writing program’s shorter-term postdoctoral fellowships in teaching writ-
ing into ongoing, renewable positions. This change marked a tectonic 
shift in Duke’s writing program, which had been operating for more 
than fifteen years as a nationally recognized site for an innovative, mul-
tidisciplinary postdoctoral fellowship in teaching writing.

M A K I N G  W R I T I N G  V I S I B L E  AT  D U K E  U N I V E R S I T Y

Duke’s independent Thompson Writing Program (TWP) offers a one-
semester, theme-based, first-year writing course required of all Duke 
undergraduates. Since its founding in 2000, TWP has employed a cohort 
of twenty-five to thirty recent PhDs from across disciplines on three- to 
five-year contracts who design and teach theme-based writing seminars 
through their disciplinary perspectives under the auspices of a postdoc-
toral fellowship.

These fellowships, funded for a time by the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation, were designed to be developmental. Fellows could develop 
their writing pedagogy in a supportive environment, with time to 
advance their research agendas, strengthen their qualifications, and 
reorient their career interests. For some, the position enhanced 
their marketability through affiliation with Duke. The fellowship was 
designed to seed the academy with individuals who valued and had 
experience with teaching writing through their disciplines. Each year, as 
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current TWP postdoctoral fellows found subsequent jobs, TWP would 
run a competitive, national search for more fellows.

Fellowship positions were structured to be materially fair, “not tenure-
track positions but neither are they dead-end jobs” (Hillard and Harris 
2003). Joseph Harris (founding director) and Van Hillard (then direc-
tor of first-year writing) described the fellowship:

Sections of “Academic Writing” are capped at twelve students, for a total of 
only sixty students taught per year by each fellow in the program. . . . We 
support their work through a series of symposia . . . as well as through an 
ongoing process of class visits, reviews of materials, and informal conversa-
tions about teaching.

.  .  . The salary is reasonable  .  .  . the support for research strong, the 
environment for teaching excellent, and the collegial support of the other 
fellows extraordinary. Fellows are offered an initial three-year contract. 
In the second semester of their second year at Duke, they undergo a rig-
orous review of their work based on a teaching portfolio that they have 
assembled. If this review is positive, their contract is extended to five years.

These postdoctoral fellows, however, constituted only the most visible 
cohort of TWP writing faculty. Other TWP faculty cohorts included sev-
eral program directors (all regular rank, though not tenure stream) and 
a small number of graduate students from across disciplines who taught 
on a one-semester, one-course basis. Together, these cohorts, along with 
the fellows, ostensibly enabled full staffing for first-year writing. Every 
year, though, TWP had a small percentage of unstaffed sections, perhaps 
due to a larger-than-expected entering class size, or as a result of fellows 
taking leave, or because a fellow accepted a job offer after TWP had 
already concluded the search for new fellows. And, thus, TWP also regu-
larly hired a cohort of non-regular-rank adjunct instructors.

According to the Center for Labor Research and Education at UC 
Berkeley, “One in four families of part-time college faculty are enrolled 
in at least one public assistance program, like food stamps, Medicaid or 
the Earned Income Tax Credit” (Wessler 2015). Nationally, first-year writ-
ing has exceptionally high rates of contingent labor; surveys conducted 
by MLA in 1996 and 2006 show that at doctoral institutions, 96 percent 
of first-year writing courses are taught by non-tenure-track faculty, and 
at master’s and baccalaureate institutions, 78 percent and 57 percent, 
respectively, of first-year writing courses are taught by non-tenure-track 
faculty (Jaschik 2008). As a result, writing-studies faculty have long 
advocated for improving adjunct labor conditions, from the Wyoming 
Resolution of 1986 through the Indianapolis Resolution of 2016 and 
beyond (Cox et al. 2016; McDonald and Schell 2011). The deplorable 
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working conditions of adjunct faculty have been well documented, 
notably consisting of poor wages, lack of health and dental insurance, 
limited or absent retirement and leave options, as well as job insecurity, 
institutional marginalization, and the prospect of becoming “freeway fly-
ers” in order to barely (or not) make ends meet (Kahn 2017).

These imperiled conditions also largely afflicted TWP’s adjunct fac-
ulty. Job security was virtually absent. Some semesters, adjunct faculty 
learned of a section opening only a few weeks prior to the term. Office 
space was also uncertain. Adjunct faculty did not receive laptop comput-
ers or research funds and were, for the most part, ineligible for medical 
and dental benefits or retirement unless they taught enough sections in 
a given semester to be considered full time. This rarely occurred.

Moreover, the adjunct experience teaching writing differed culturally 
from that of other faculty cohorts in the TWP. Liz Gumm, in chapter 10 
of this book, “Disunity in a Writing Community: A Post-PhD Memoir of 
Professional Transition,” emphasizes the critical importance of commu-
nity for adjunct faculty, which impacts faculty at all ranks, student experi-
ences, and programmatic strength. While TWP’s adjuncts were included 
in some faculty meetings and professional-development opportunities, 
they were excluded from many as well. Without a formal review process, 
they had only sporadic class visits and little occasion for feedback on or 
interaction around their teaching.

While TWP adjunct faculty did earn a per-course rate higher than 
that offered by nearby institutions, and higher than the $2,700 national 
average for adjunct writing faculty (Kahn 2017), the compensation 
would have made it challenging to support oneself, let alone a family, 
especially without benefits and job security.

Some TWP adjuncts had been working for nearly a decade under 
these conditions. For them, TWP replicated the very structural inequi-
ties Harris was working against in 2000 as he and others designed the 
TWP’s postdoctoral fellowships. Harris, at the time, called for “bosses 
and workers in composition to form a new class consciousness centered 
on the issue of good teaching for fair pay” (2000, 43). Yet, in retrospect, 
the TWP’s laudable postdoctoral fellowships masked, and perhaps even 
instantiated, ongoing inequities for the TWP’s adjuncts.

Remarking on this paradox is not meant to call out Harris; he, as with 
all of us, bosses and workers alike, is embedded within larger, more pow-
erful systems that govern material labor conditions. Power structures 
always outpace individual intentions. As director of first-year writing, 
I wanted to offer adjuncts better compensation, earlier teaching con-
tracts, office space, and more programmatic inclusion, but these good 
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intentions were hampered by institutional structures. My point, then, is 
not to place blame on Harris, myself, or others, but to underscore the 
limitations of individuals—even well-meaning, capable, and thoughtful 
people—against institutional structures designed to maintain hierar-
chies of privilege.

The heterogeneity of non-tenure-track positions in TWP—whereby 
NTT postdoctoral fellows enjoyed stature and benefits unavailable 
to NTT adjuncts—constitutes an instance of “interest convergence” 
(Delgado and Stefancic 2001), in which structures enable the elite to 
maintain privilege, even unwittingly and through unexpected means. 
As Derrick Bell (1980) has argued with regard to Brown v. Board of 
Education, sometimes that which seems an advancement is actually an 
illusory structural intervention that, paradoxically, facilitates mainte-
nance of (or exacerbates) systemic inequities.

Interest convergence emerges to an even greater degree when con-
sidering TWP’s NTT WPAs. Over the years, select fellows had become 
program directors. I, for instance, started out in TWP in 2000 as a fellow. 
After a few years, I moved to regular rank, with the title of lecturer and 
with administrative responsibilities that eventually became the director-
ship of first-year writing. My new rank, though still NTT, carried longer-
term job security and voting rights, although it still held less stature than 
tenure-stream faculty.

Others have identified the limits of authority for NTT WPAs, not-
ing NTT status can hamper relationships between WPAs and writing 
faculty, as well as the longer-term success of a writing program (Mirtz 
and Cullen 2002; Rose, Mastrangelo, and L’Eplattenier 2013). In TWP, 
the highly limited opportunity for advancement to regular rank created 
an illusion of mobility for the fellows and deeper inequities among the 
three NTTF cohorts (NTT program administrators, NTT postdoctoral 
fellows, and NTT adjuncts), instantiating the worst conditions for those 
of lowest rank: TWP’s adjuncts.

I T ’ S  L I K E  F I NA L LY  B E I N G  W E L C O M E D  TO  T H E  TA B L E

Given the poor labor conditions for TWP’s adjuncts, I largely supported 
their unionization and CBA terms. For them, SEIU held the promise of 
better wages, multiyear contracts, and more transparent and regulated 
discipline and dismissal processes (Yates 2009; Rhoads and Rhoades 
2005). However, the prospect of unionization for TWP’s postdoctoral 
fellows was, for me, somewhat of a surprise. To my thinking—limited 
as it was in retrospect—TWP fellows had reasonable wages, excellent 
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benefits, and three- to five-year contracts wherein they gained valu-
able writing-pedagogy experience, which they could then take back to 
tenure-stream positions in their home disciplines. Fellows had applied 
for these positions under the aegis of continuing their research and 
building their skills teaching writing through their disciplinary lenses. I 
was surprised they wanted to become more permanent writing faculty, 
and I was concerned about their preparation for such a move—and 
the impact on the writing program—given that their disciplinary train-
ing and research interests were mostly from non-writing-studies fields. 
In hindsight, my surprise emerged from my own failure to take into 
account the structures of postdoctoral positions more broadly and the 
changes in the academic and jobs landscapes that had taken place over 
the past two decades.

Since 2000, postdoctoral positions have grown dramatically (AAU 
2005; Flaherty 2017). In kind, postdoctoral fellowships in teaching writ-
ing now exist at a number of institutions, such as Stanford, Tulane, 
Notre Dame, Johns Hopkins, and Georgia Tech, among others. 
Similar positions also appear by other names, such as an opening at 
Smith College for five Mellon Visiting Assistant Professors in Public 
Discourse in the Disciplines who will work on three-year term limits 
(HigherEdJobs 2018).

Postdoctoral positions can advance careers, especially in some disci-
plines (Faupel-Badger et al. 2015; Lin and Chiu 2016). However, post-
doctoral positions also have widely divergent terms of employment and 
have been charged with reaffirming globalized oppression, conferring 
unfair advantages on predominately white males, and symptomizing 
the more endemic problem of clogged employment pipelines across 
academia due to outdated tenure systems and overenrollment in gradu-
ate programs (Eisen and Eaton 2018; Lin and Chiu 2016; Patton 2014). 
Some critics maintain that postdoctoral positions offer universities a 
means to secure cheap labor that advances research for tenured faculty 
at the expense of the health, prospects, and well-being of the postdocs 
themselves (Flaherty 2017).

Postdoctoral positions have become especially problematic in the 
humanities, where they emerged in the early 2000s to address a lack of 
job openings (Ogden 2001). Now, as employment opportunities in the 
humanities continue to dwindle, people find themselves in serial, ongo-
ing postdocs (Dunn 2014).

Given these concerns, postdoctoral unions are an important area for 
union growth (Flaherty 2017). Postdoctoral researchers in the University 
of California system, for example, claim that unionizing provided better 
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wages, guaranteed salary increases, and offered affordable, quality ben-
efits (Cain et al. 2014).

The University of California postdoctoral union, however, did not 
provide renewable contracts, as Duke’s TWP for postdoctoral fellows 
did. Moreover, unlike many of the challenges that saturate postdoctoral 
positions more generally, the TWP fellowships largely satisfied many of 
the dimensions by which higher education labor (postdoctoral or not) 
tends to be evaluated: “course loads, compensation  .  .  . professional 
support . . . multi-year contracts . . . teaching loads . . . and [job satisfac-
tion]” (Melonçon, England, and Ilyasova 2016). TWP fellows received 
funding for relocating to Duke, laptops, office space, and research 
accounts with funds added annually. They were also eligible for addi-
tional research funding through competitive summer research grants. 
TWP fellows could take unpaid leave for up to two years to explore a 
different opportunity. And, they chose from among the same dental and 
medical benefits available to all Duke full-time faculty and staff, as well 
as the same retirement programs.

TWP fellows had no TWP summer obligations, and most designed 
one course per year and so had one course prep. With twelve-student 
caps per section, and a five-section load per academic year, fellows 
taught a total of sixty students per year. Since the fellowship was based 
on teaching, there were no research or scholarship expectations. Other 
than a monthly faculty meeting, service expectations were low, although 
fellows were asked to serve on a relatively time-consuming search com-
mittee during year two or three of their fellowship. Otherwise, fellows 
were invited to participate in ad hoc committees, though they were not 
obligated to do so.

Postfellowship placement and faculty development included 
professional-development speakers and workshops, as well as support 
for job searches through practice job talks and job-material workshops. 
Most TWP fellows secured subsequent, longer-term employment within 
the first four years of their fellowships. From 2000 to 2016, only a few 
from the more than 130 total TWP fellows were unable to find full-time, 
more secure employment after their TWP fellowship (Comer and Rego 
2017). Granted, several position flaws did exist. The fellowship salary, 
characterized in 2003 by Hillard and Harris as “reasonable,” had not 
grown accordingly. TWP fellows were also ineligible for the parental-
leave benefits granted regular-rank Duke faculty (Comer 2009). Perhaps 
most significantly, however, was that TWP’s fellowships did not have 
longer-term, renewable contracts and did not have the possibility of 
advancement at Duke. Nor was there any real structural cushion in place 



Collective Bargaining, Heterogeneity, and Non-Tenure-Track Writing Faculty      167

in the event that a fellow could not find a job, or the job they wanted, 
before the end of their five-year contract.

The prospect of overhauling the TWP structure, changing the vast 
majority of faculty positions from multidisciplinary postdoctoral fellow-
ships to renewable writing positions, when the faculty were trained in 
disciplines outside writing studies, led to a sticking point during CBA 
negotiations. The question became, Were these fellowships a mecha-
nism for cheap labor, rendering the people occupying the positions 
“disposable”? Was TWP pushing people off a cliff? Or, were these fel-
lowships developmental, providing comparatively fair labor conditions 
while training postdoctoral scholars from across disciplines to teach writ-
ing, thereby improving their skills and marketability, and then seeding 
the academy writ large with writing-based expertise across disciplines?

During these antagonistic CBA negotiations, TWP fellows maintained 
that the larger impact of a rotating cohort of fellows who carried writing-
pedagogy expertise across the academy was neither so important nor so 
valid as to be worth releasing strong-performing, well-trained people 
back into the abysmal job market.

W E  F E LT  W E  H A D  N O  VO I C E  I N  T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y, 

T H AT  N O B O DY  WA S  L I S T E N I N G  TO  U S

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, in 2017, 37.2  percent of 
US employees in “education, training, and library” occupations were 
unionized (2018). The specific number of unionized faculty in higher 
education is harder to specify, though one recent study estimates that 
17.1  percent of all postsecondary teachers are unionized (Sproul, 
Bucklew, and Houghton 2014).

Arguments promoting faculty unions across higher education point 
to the increasing corporatization of universities and argue that faculty 
unions provide increased wages and better benefits (Edwards and Tolley 
2018). Those opposing faculty unions in higher education claim unions 
lead to inefficiency, negative climate, and decreased performance and 
do not actually increase faculty job satisfaction (Cain 2017).

TWP’s NTT adjuncts had much to gain from unionization, and 
little to lose. TWP’s NTT postdoctoral fellows, though, made a decision 
through unionization to deidentify from their disciplines and their 
pursuit of tenure-stream positions in their disciplines. While most TWP 
adjuncts had an MFA or MA as their highest degree, all TWP postdoc-
toral fellows had earned a PhD and nearly all had entered the TWP indi-
cating they wanted to use this fellowship to strengthen their teaching of 



168      C O M E R

writing in preparation for a tenure-stream position in their discipline. 
Granted, career aspirations are fluid, and renewable contracts do not 
preclude ongoing tenure-track job searches, but converting from a term-
limited, developmental fellowship to a renewable lecturing position 
does amount to a significant shift in professional identity.

As it happens, several structural systems likely influenced the TWP 
fellows’ decision to unionize: the socioeconomic context of Duke, the 
vulnerability of TWP within institutional structures, and the continuing 
impacts of the 2008 economic collapse. These influences are important 
to consider because, despite comparatively reasonable wages, benefits, 
and terms, TWP’s fellows nevertheless identified with the disempower-
ment and voicelessness Anderson names above and that characterized 
NTT adjunct experiences at Duke.

Duke’s endowment is estimated to be $7.9 billion, rendering it one 
of the twenty wealthiest institutions in the world (Barham and Rich 
2018). Its tuition is among the twenty highest in the United States; for 
2018–19, undergraduate tuition is $53,760, with a total cost of $70,873 
when including tuition, room, board, and fees (“Duke Trustees” 2018). 
Granted, 52 percent of Duke undergraduates do not pay full cost (Duke 
University 2018). But many undergraduates do hail from privilege. Duke 
has been undergraduate home to a Qatari princess, children of celebri-
ties, fashion designers, and the grandson of President Carter (Booher 
2002; Setrakian 2009; Wilson 2004). According to the article “Economic 
Diversity and Student Outcomes” in the New York Times, the median fam-
ily income for Duke undergraduates, based on data for the class of 2013, 
is $186,700 (2017).

Duke tenure-stream faculty are also comparatively well off. Former 
Duke president Richard Brodhead received $1,257,980 in salary in 2015, 
making him the thirty-third highest-paid private-university president 
(Stancill 2017). Duke full professors, according to ChronicleData, earn 
on average $188,199, considerably higher than the national average of 
$123,495 for similar faculty at four-year private institutions (2016). Also, 
according to ChronicleData, the average salary for Duke assistant pro-
fessors is $84,987, again higher than the national average of $68,501 for 
assistant professors at four-year private institutions (2016). By contrast, 
according to ChronicleData, Duke lecturers make less than their peers, 
earning $53,244 as opposed to the national average of $63,928 (2016). 
Duke postdocs fare even worse, according to Glassdoor, averaging 
$45,263 per year (2018).

Data are malleable and depend on what figures are included or 
excluded, as well as how formulas are calculated. But it is also fair to 
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say that complexities of class and privilege are woven into the fabric of 
Duke and certainly permeate the experiences of Duke’s writing program 
faculty, who collectively teach every first-year undergraduate at Duke. 
Within this larger socioeconomic context of income and wealth dispar-
ity, TWP’s fellows likely felt considerably underpaid, underrecognized, 
underrepresented, and underprivileged, particularly amidst the consid-
erable privilege defining so many students, faculty, and administrators 
across Duke.

Such disempowerment became even more apparent in 2014 during 
a three-year initiative to revise Duke’s undergraduate curriculum (Mock 
2014). As a freestanding program without any majors, minors, or degree 
credentialing, and with an entirely NTT faculty (with the exception of 
a part-time chair position occupied by a tenure-stream faculty member 
from a different unit), TWP is disempowered compared to other Duke 
units. TWP only received voting privileges on Duke’s Arts and Sciences 
Council in 2015 (Sarachek 2015). Perhaps partly due to this institutional 
vulnerability, the possibility emerged during the curriculum-revision 
process to eliminate first-year writing and replace it with a multidisci-
plinary, team-taught seminar (Xie 2016). This was, perhaps coinciden-
tally (or not), also when SEIU representatives were actively pursuing 
TWP’s NTT adjuncts and fellows.

Ultimately, TWP gained representation on the curriculum-revision 
committee, the curriculum revision retained first-year writing, and the 
proposed curriculum was eventually withdrawn from consideration 
altogether (Ashby and Broverman 2017; Trinity Administration 2018). 
Still, the curriculum-revision efforts, which occupied three years and 
overlapped with unionization, likely exacerbated the institutional vul-
nerability facing TWP’s fellows, who had little to no voice throughout 
the process.

A third factor that may have influenced TWP’s fellows to unionize 
involved the ripple impacts of the 2008 economic collapse. This gener-
ated negative emotional impacts worldwide on overall happiness and 
social well-being, which shaped subsequent behaviors (Aytaç, Rankin, 
and İbikoğlu 2015; Schooley and Worden 2016). A ten-year journalistic 
impact survey of college graduates from 2008 found that, in comparison 
to preceding peer cohorts, these individuals in 2018 have fewer children 
(or no children), less wealth, less inclination to invest in the stock mar-
ket, less home ownership, and greater mistrust of people and structures 
(Gittleson 2018).

The majority of TWP fellows in 2016 had graduated college in or 
proximal to 2008. Perhaps, then, immediate long-term job security—even 
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within the context of a fellowship—was a particularly valuable commodity 
for these individuals amidst less confidence in job-market prospects and 
having experienced global economic collapse in their early adult lives.

Given these circumstances, my surprise at the TWP fellows’ desire to 
convert term-limited fellowships to permanently renewable contracts 
was, in retrospect, itself surprising. TWP’s fellows were generally disen-
franchised as faculty at Duke, working short term in a writing program 
with considerable institutional vulnerability and perpetually confronted 
with extreme privilege among students and other faculty, all along with 
reverberating impacts from having graduated college during the worst 
economic crisis of our time. Situate these circumstances within the 
gloomy picture of academic employment across disciplines and it makes 
considerable sense that these NTT fellows would seek to convert their 
fellowships into permanent employment.

S O L I DA R I T Y,  Y ’ A L L !

The rhetoric of collective bargaining promotes solidarity—and divisive-
ness. It turns on kairos, ethos, logos, and pathos. It breeds empathy, com-
passion, joy, anger, fear, and mistrust. It embodies the lived experiences 
of very diverse bodies in a labor force, moving along in currents among 
individuation, differentiation, and collectivism. It relies on narrative.

Over several years, I have learned new-to-me concepts: CBA . . . transi-
tion committee . . . grievance. I have also come to recognize the force with 
which institutional structures maintain power and the profound impact 
of larger socioeconomic contexts on local politics and experiences. 
Situated as I am now, a nonunionized NTT WPA who directs a unionized 
first-year writing faculty, individual interactions between unionized TWP 
faculty and me seem cordial, though strained. I sense increased tension 
among writing program staff, who are adapting to new processes in a 
more fraught climate that indirectly involves them but directly impacts 
them on a daily basis. Programmatically, fractures are palpable. Distrust 
abounds: I guard my words across stilted silences. Even in my words here 
I worry I am airing too much dirty laundry, that my writing will oppress 
or my words will be misinterpreted or misused. I ponder: Is it possible for 
union members and management to move from an adversarial relation-
ship toward a cooperative model (Kleinhenz and Smith 2011; Ostrowsky 
2005)? I take Zantac before faculty meetings. I breathe.

The narrative I had constructed about TWP fellowships was not a 
shared narrative. My version featured a multidisciplinary writing fac-
ulty who enjoyed fair working conditions and were engaged with the 
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intellectual project of learning how to teach writing so they could go 
back to their home disciplines at other institutions and spread the 
impact of strong writing pedagogy. Although I understood that finding 
a subsequent job was undoubtedly stressful, I believed, based on the pro-
grammatic track record, that fellows would find jobs they wanted. I saw 
the impermanence of the fellowships as a necessary component of the 
position’s developmental nature, one that benefited the academy across 
disciplines by opening opportunities for new cohorts of TWP fellows 
and creating pathways of impact for writing pedagogy across disciplines 
and institutions.

Fellows held a different narrative about these positions, one featuring 
solidarity against exploitative, elitist, and uncaring university structures 
and administrators. In this story, highly competent, caring individuals 
were systemically denied job security, and the corporatized university 
continued to benefit from expendable, affordable writing program 
labor. In this story, I, as a WPA, regardless of my own NTT status, was part 
of the privileged elite, striving to maintain the status quo and sustain 
oppression and injustice from my comfortable position with a longer-
term contract and relatively more institutional privilege.

Solidarity can also mask fissures. NTTF are no more universal in their 
beliefs, strategies, attitudes, and aims than are individual members of 
management. Yet, I often find myself feeling an outsider, watching a 
collective, strengthening bond unite TWP’s unionized faculty. I watch 
how they smile at one another, their body language as they greet one 
another, the ways their eyes meet in mutual understanding, unspoken 
agreement, and shared interpretations. Around me, I sense stiffness, 
suspicion . . . shadows of anger. I am NTT, but I am management. A line 
has been drawn, and I have been placed across it.

Undoubtedly, the most underprivileged people involved with the 
Duke non-regular-rank unionization efforts were the adjuncts (in the 
writing program and across Duke), who for years lacked basic job secu-
rity, reasonable compensation, benefits, and inclusivity. Unionizing pro-
vided them with fairer labor conditions. Although the solidarity between 
the NTT adjuncts and the NTT fellows initially surprised me, given the 
differentiation in employment terms between the two positions, such 
solidarity may have been an important part of what ultimately helped 
accomplish some of that redistribution of power. In hindsight, the 
structures undergirding the writing program’s NTT administrators and 
NTT fellows reinforced and exacerbated inequities, creating gradations 
of NTT writing labor that largely perpetuated the unsustainable labor 
conditions experienced by TWP’s NTT adjuncts.
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And now, sitting with that last sentence is really uncomfortable. I feel 
shame and regret. I was part of the machine of oppression that creates 
and sustains unfair working conditions for contingent first-year writing 
faculty. As an NTT WPA, I could have, should have, done more. Still, I 
am also aware that, self-proclaimed good intentions notwithstanding, 
institutional inequities are systemic, and NTTF across and within writ-
ing programs, heterogeneous as our positions may be, are all swept up 
in these structures and the larger socioeconomic tides that govern the 
lived experiences of individual faculty in writing programs. Because 
structural changes inevitably redistribute resources, power structures 
rarely change without compulsion. Likewise, those in power rarely dis-
cover with fuller awareness their own privilege unless and until they are 
confronted by the very structural inequities conferring those privileges.

N OT E S

	 1.	 I use the term non-regular-rank, rather than NTT. Duke differentiates NTT faculty 
into non-regular-rank faculty, positions most similar to adjunct or contingent, and 
regular-rank faculty, positions that generally carry better wages, voting rights, and 
greater job security and stature.

	 2.	 Faculty unionization at private institutions became more feasible after the Decem-
ber 16, 2014, NLRB decision (Pacific Lutheran University, NLRB Case19-RC-102521), 
which modified the standards used to determine who is “managerial” at private 
institutions (Scott 2015). Prior standards had largely prevented faculty unions at 
private institutions through the 1980 Supreme Court ruling in Yeshiva (Lieberwitz 
and Nisenson 2014).
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