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      Shortly after I left my full-time higher education teaching position, I tumbled into the darkest depression of my life. In the first edition of The Freelance Academic, I don’t mention this period of depression, even though I was going through it while writing the book. One reason I kept my depression from the book is shame, which always makes mental health hard to talk about. I tried to keep up a good front because of my career change. But we cannot talk about leaving higher education without talking about mental health.

      After leaving my job, my colleagues, and my routine, my mental health was a mess. But my mental health was a mess before I left, too, in part because I was in full burnout. As burnout expert Rebecca Pope-Ruark points out, “Burnout is endemic in higher education.”⁠1 Burnout is rampant in academia because of institutional factors that push faculty to overwork themselves. As psychologists explain, “Academia needs to change in structural and cultural ways” if we hope to reduce burnout among faculty.⁠2 These structural changes must come from the top; they are not changes that individuals can make.

      As Pope-Ruark writes, because her burnout was so awful and the untenable demands that caused it were not going to change, she left behind a tenure-track position for a contingent faculty position at a different institution. She is much happier now. But leaving to take a job with less prestige caused Pope-Ruark to feel ashamed. In fact, Pope-Ruark explains how the widespread adoption of contingent faculty jobs exacerbates the burnout problem because higher ed is “a system that persuades us that academia is a higher calling, that we are fortunate to have jobs when so many other smart, capable colleagues are scraping by in precarious adjunct roles, that our identities must revolve around our institutions and disciplines and that leaving higher ed is a failure of character.” As Pope-Ruark attests, the fall from the tenure-track to a contingent job was a threat that kept her and her colleagues in line.

      Tenure-track jobs harm mental health, but contingent jobs, for reasons I discuss in this book, are far more likely to do so. Indeed, my contingent career did harm my mental health. In retrospect, it is surprising that I didn’t burn out sooner. I worked long hours doing repetitive tasks with no opportunity for advancement and little control over my work because I couldn’t design my courses or teach any course beyond first-year writing. I was paid less than half of what my tenure-track colleagues were paid, and then these “colleagues” dismissed me because they considered my job inconsequential. Some ignored me, some dressed me down for various perceived slights, and one chased me out into the parking lot and yelled at me for being “rude” to her when I didn’t greet her “properly.” I walked on eggshells because I had no job security and therefore constantly feared that I would be fired. My career was in the hands of my students’ course evaluations and those of my tenure-track colleagues who decided my fate yet disdained the work I did.

      Because my mental health was failing, staying in this job was never an option. So, I listened to my body and left, I believed, before it was too late. But leaving didn't magically make me better. Shortly after I left, burnout developed into a serious depression. At the same time, I also experienced the sudden loss of a small and supportive community of fellow contingent faculty colleagues. Losing this support system made rebuilding my mental health even more difficult.

      Thus, I’m starting this introduction to this revised and expanded edition of The Freelance Academic with a discussion of mental health because I neglected its importance in the first edition of the book. You cannot make even minor decisions about your career without taking into account your mental well-being. And you definitely cannot make big ones.

      Stepping back from academia can be excellent for your mental health. After my health improved, I reaped these benefits. For example, I was finally able to speak freely about my bipolar disorder after keeping it hidden my entire career. In one of my first public essays, I wrote about the shame I felt hiding the diagnosis from my colleagues for a decade.⁠3 It was wonderful to be able to publicly own my complete self without worrying whether I would be fired because of other people’s ableism.

      Plus, the stress of working as contingent faculty takes a vicious toll on our mental health. This stress must be part of the discussion when we make career decisions, especially given that three-quarters of higher education courses are taught by contingent faculty and over two-thirds of all faculty are contingent.⁠4 Thus, I’m writing this new edition, in part, because we must ask ourselves what we are trading when we choose to stay in higher education. We must talk about the low pay, the long hours, the repetitive classes, the mistreatment by our so-called colleagues. We must talk about the anxiety, chronic stress, burnout, and depression that research shows that the contingent faculty life often brings.⁠5

      A Note on Vocabulary

      Allow me to clarify some terms that I use in this book whose meanings may be, for a variety of reasons, fuzzy.

      Faculty. As I have written, when I use the term faculty, “I am referring to all higher education workers who educate…students, be they librarians, clinicians, academic support professionals, or classroom teachers.”⁠6

      Tenure-track. When I refer to tenure-track faculty, I’m referring to all faculty on tenure lines, whether they are seeking tenure or already tenured. A tenure-track professor is hired on a probationary basis during which they have time to work to “gain tenure,” usually seven years, although if they work fast, they can “go up for tenure” sooner. When a professor becomes “tenured,” they have, essentially, permanent job security, so long as their institution is financially secure (so that their job can’t be cut because of funding) and so long as they aren’t fired for cause, which takes a whole lot. For example, sexual harassment of students is not enough to get a tenured professor fired.⁠7

      Contingent faculty. I use this term to refer to all faculty who work off of the tenure track. Terms that I include under this umbrella are “precarious faculty,” “adjuncts,” “adjunct professors,” “contingent professors,” and more.

      Professor. Anyone who teaches in a classroom in higher education is a professor, whether contingent or tenure-track. To profess means to teach, and to withhold the title of “professor” simply because a professor is contingent is an institutional power game. In fact, as historian and higher ed critic Bret Devereux points out, “Unlike the tenure-track, where there is a clear progression of positions each with a standard title, NTT [non-tenure-track] positions are a confused jumble, often by design, with very different positions often sharing job titles.”⁠8 Why would colleges use confusing job titles for contingent faculty? Devereux writes that we must “strongly suspect” that “this confusion is intentional, with universities and departments using job titles as a means to obfuscate just how much of their teachers are not permanent faculty.”

      Changes in this Edition

      While there are many changes in this new edition that improve the book, at the same time the book remains the award-winning and useful book it has always been. The three main changes to the book are these:

      First, as I mentioned above, I revised the book to bring to the forefront issues of mental health whenever they are relevant. Most of these revisions only required taking mental health discussions that were already there and giving them more airtime.

      Second, I added five new chapters on writing for the public, which provide detailed guidance on a subject that many new freelance academics in all fields have expressed interest in. The inclusion of these new chapters required reorganization of the book, which now has four Parts instead of three.

      Third, I changed how I provide resources to readers. At the end of the first edition was a short list of resources for aspiring freelance academics, which I have now removed because the data was woefully out of date. Additionally, the first edition included very few endnotes, instead using in-line journalism-style citations. In this edition, I added detailed endnotes that include hyperlinks so that you can find the resources yourself if you want to learn more.

      Book Overview

      This new edition features this Introduction, the Foreword, and the Prologue. It is then divided into four parts.

      Part 1, “Coming to Be a Freelance Academic,” provides advice on how to change your mindset to one of a freelance academic. It uses storytelling, in particular the story of how I left academia and decided to make a new career. You’ll read about mistakes, failures, successes, epiphanies, things that worked, things that didn’t, and everything you might want to know as you contemplate making a transition from higher education to a career outside of or adjacent to academia. As my friend Kelly J. Baker once told me, too many books and articles about alternative academic careers leave out the hard stuff. I’m leaving it in.

      Part 2, “Labor Conditions in Higher Education,” addresses the changing academic workplace, including job insecurity, low pay, long hours, heavy course loads, and everything else that make up the life of a contingent faculty member. This life is not what most of us were aiming for when we finished graduate school. Understanding the labor practices that undergird the modern university is essential to making the shift to being a freelance academic.

      Part 3, “Career Advice,” collects the most solid advice I can give to current and former faculty looking to make careers on their own terms as freelance academics, whether those careers mean leaving academia altogether or staying in and finding greater fulfillment by doing other work beyond their academic jobs.

      Part 4, “Writing for the Public,” gives practical advice for how to take your knowledge and your scholarship and turn it into writing you can do for popular audiences. It addresses why you might want to do this work, the benefits and risks, practical concerns such as how to interact with editors, and more.

      Let’s get started.
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          BY KELLY J. BAKER

        

      

    

    
      I am a freelance academic. And I have been for at least six years. I left my academic post, as a lecturer, in 2013, and I had no idea what I was going to do with my career or my life even. I floundered and flailed as I tried to figure out what I wanted to be when I grew up, except I was already a grown-up with two kids in tow and no idea how to shift to a career that wasn’t an academic one. So, I started freelance writing, built on my academic work to become a (paid) public speaker, worked as a higher ed journalist, tried a lot of things that never panned out, and finally realized I had a talent for editing. (Who would have guessed that grading hundreds of undergraduate papers a semester would build my editing skills?)

      I became a freelance academic, but the problem was I didn’t know it. I described my career as “adjacent to academia,” which explained how I positioned myself but not really what my career was. I didn’t have the vocabulary to describe what my new career—outside the academy—fully entailed. I moved from graduate student to adjunct to full-time lecturer to part-time writer and stay-at-home mom. Then, I added gigs that included editing a magazine on higher education, writing nonfiction books that weren’t academic monographs, developmental editing books for academics and memoirist. I dread pulling together a bio because there’s not an elegant way to capture all the types of gigs that I do each year. I patch-worked a career, which appears more catch-all than consistent.

      When I give the short version of what I do, I explain that I’m an editor, writer, and speaker with a religious Studies PhD. Try putting all of those on a business card or say them five times really fast. Instead, I have two business cards: one for my main gig as editor of Women in Higher Education and one for everything else. Somewhere in my office, the front room of my house really, there’s a box with old business cards with a different title from my time in the ivory tower. Artifacts of the life I thought I would lead that never quite worked out.

      I trained to be an academic. I ended up being something else entirely. It’s taken me years to realize that I’m not alone. And you won’t be either if you decide to step outside the academy and build a different career, a different life. Katie is here to help you, as she’s helped me as a colleague and friend, to realize that it’s okay to create your own career and show you how. It was more than okay to build a career that I wanted rather than the one everyone expected me to have. Just because I trained to be a scholar didn’t mean I had to be one. I had more agency than I knew. I could and did master new skills.  I could rely on what I learned in my PhD to do something different, terrifying and new. I could create a legacy to be proud of. I could do all those things if I just decided to.

      You can do all those things too. You can be a freelance academic too, if you let Katie lead the way. And you should let her lead the way.

      If you are picking up this book right now, you are already considering options beyond academic careers. (It’s good to see what’s out there.) Or maybe, you just want to see what the possibilities for your career might be. (Another good choice.) Or maybe, you just want a swift kick in the pants to convince you to make a change. (Which can also be good.)

      I’m happy to tell you, dear reader, that this book offers you all three.

      Katie provides the how-tos of building your career as a freelance academic, explains the labor exploitation endemic to higher ed, and tells you what worked and what didn’t for her.

      One of the things I tend to hate, and I do mean hate, about these typical stories of transitions is that they are easy exit and entry stories. The person quits their academic post and then lands a new job, almost instantly. They are out of one career and then into another. Everything seems so damn easy. Nothing is bumpy, frustrating, or taxing. A can-do attitude is all you need. It’s not though.

      Part of the reason for my strong feelings about easy, frictionless stories is that they were antithetical to what I experienced. There was instant success. And here I was trudging and toiling with some wins but mostly I had a stack of rejections or, even worse, the radio silence that suggested I wasn’t even worth responding to. If a résumé or pitch goes out into the world and no one responds, did you actually send it?

      It was hard not to feel like a failure when all the advice suggested anyone could make the shift from academic work to alternative academic work. And yet, I wasn’t a failure; those career transitions are hard. They take hard work, luck, energy, and time. Things often don’t pan out, but sometimes, they do.

      Katie’s honesty about her own journey, then, is rare among the stories of transitions out of higher ed. You get to learn from her mistakes because she’s brave enough to share them. You get the benefit of hard-learned lessons as well as realizing that failure teaches something important and is unavoidable. Learning from what doesn’t work show us what does. Her advice is golden as she prods you to really think about the career you want and what it takes to make that happen.

      As I was reading The Freelance Academic, I wished that I had had this book six years ago, so I would have felt like I could have pulled together a career outside of academia with a lot less anguish, sleepless nights, and utter terror.

      So, reader, sit down and get comfy and be ready to take notes. This book is like a good coffee date with that friend who is kind (and maybe a little bit bossy). She’s the friend that wants what is best for you, and she’s determined to make that happen. She’s guiding (maybe, prodding?) you to have the career and life you want. She’s laying down the options and how to make them happen. Let Katie be that friend. Let her guide and advise you. Listen to what she has to say. And then, take the plunge. Build that career you want. Become a freelance academic. And never look back.

      

      January 2019

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: A Lecturer’s Almanac

          

        

      

    

    
      March 2007

      The hall of the department is a 1960s-era Bunker, molded of concrete and rebar, with tall, narrow windows to repel even the most determined activist. I watch my feet as I climb the linoleum-clad stairs so that I don’t stumble in my skinny high heels, bought specifically to match this suit. The suit is black, with pale pinstripes, more fashionable than the interview suit.

      After the years I’d spent working as a lawyer, I’d always sworn I would never buy one of those.

      Dr. Composition and Dr. Rhetoric sit in a conference room. He’s tenured and directs the first-year writing program; she’s an assistant professor. I have a new doctorate in rhetoric and composition, the “most marketable” degree as everyone on my dissertation committee promised me. And it seems so, since Dr. Composition and Dr. Rhetoric want to hire me for this special position, crafted just for me or someone like me, for someone with special training in special disciplines, like law.

      Plus, Dr. Composition says, it pays really well and comes with great research support. Sure it’s still a contract position, but the contract is multi-year, and the Department Chair is really committed to changing the lecturer paradigm.

      Dr. Composition says, when I ask about the possibility for contract renewal, “I promise we’ll continue to exploit you as long as you let us.”

      Dr. Composition laughs at his joke. I smile to show I’m hip to the humor, but really, I don’t understand what’s so funny. Dr. Rhetoric looks uncomfortable, but she smiles in the way that women do when they know they must to keep the peace.

      April 2007

      I moved here for him, for Mr. Tall. Like many women before me, I traded some super-bright job offers for a pretty darn shiny one and a bungalow with the man I love.

      In late April, I get a phone call from the chair of an English department in a city many states away. He’s calling to offer me a position at his school, one I applied for months ago. I say I’ve taken a job at the Bunker, so I’m not available anymore.

      He says, “I’m not surprised. Talent like yours gets snatched up quick.”

      When I hear his words, I feel a twinge, thinking maybe I’ve accepted a job that isn’t good enough, that I should have held out for something better.

      But I convince myself I’m satisfied. The job is a good one. Only six courses a year—a great course load for a lecturer. And the pay, it’s not so bad. And isn’t it more important to be near the person I care about most in the world? Would I really trade Mr. Tall for the tenure-track?

      A few days later, Mr. Tall says he wants to take me to dinner near the Bunker. First, he suggests a walk around campus. He says, “I’ve always loved this place at dusk.”

      A decade ago, my new institution belonged to him, a skinny kid with big round glasses who came on a full scholarship. The coincidence across space and time suits my love of scientific anomalies. We stop outside my Bunker-to-be, and he pulls me into the foyer. We stop at the Board, with its black background and white letters, the long list of professors’ last names with digits adjacent indicating the small rooms where genius happens. 

      “Your name will be up there soon,” he says.

      Outside, in the warm spring evening, he drops to a knee, holding something round and shiny. “Now you’ll think of me every day when you come to work.”

      August 2007

      The syllabi are written. The readings selected and scanned. The bus schedule memorized. The office keys placed on my keychain, the copy codes in my head. I am, I believe, ready.

      My office, I discover, was painted pink and yellow, each wall a solid pane of color, by the graduate students who inhabited it before me. Pink paint splatters the ceiling and the baseboards, yellow drips have dried on the desks and linoleum. I hang my four diplomas, hoping to distract visitors from the unprofessional colors with my professional credentials.

      I visit Dr. Rhetoric’s office, professionally painted a refreshing spring green. She reassures me that the department pays to repaint offices. “You just have to ask,” she says.

      A few days later, I request a repainting. I learn that, because I am a lecturer, the department will not pay to repaint my office.

      Every time a student comes for office hours, there’s a funny moment when the shocking colors evoke an unintentional response, often pursed lips, or a sniff as though the colors emit a smell. Embarrassed, I lie, “The walls will be repainted soon. Don’t worry.”

      I learn my office is to be shared. My office-mate is also a lecturer, one of the special lecturers like me, hired as part of the new model for fixed-term faculty. Each week, she travels far from home to teach here, so she sits in the office a lot, lacking anywhere else to go.

      I decide I prefer the campus coffee shop for my office hours. And I buy a new desk for the spare bedroom in the bungalow to have a place to do my writing.

      September 2007

      They’ve repainted the hallways of the Bunker. The Bunker’s windows don’t open, so there’s no fresh air. Near the mailboxes, I feel a bit lightheaded from the fumes. Dr. Cultural Studies stands next to me, fumbling with his mail, the same mail I’ve received, a tightly packed parcel of fliers, notices, and newsletters, each printed on a different shade of pastel paper.

      We stand, our rainbows in our hands, and I say, “The paint smell sure is strong, don’t you think?”

      He says, without a sign of recognition in his eyes, “You should just be glad they painted.” Then he turns and drops his rainbow in the trash.

      I wonder if he talks to all faculty that way, or just the young ones, or just the women, or just the ones he doesn’t know.

      October 2007

      I stand in the foyer of the Bunker, where Mr. Tall proposed to me, staring at the Board with its small white letters. My name still isn’t there.
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        * * *

      

      [one year passes]
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        * * *

      

      October 2008

      My name does not belong on the Board, I’m told, because lecturers are itinerant, and because to purchase more small, white letters would cost the department too much money.

      November 2008

      I’m going to have a baby in June.

      I hide in the bathroom when I feel sick, armed with a slick pack of lies: I sure gained the newly-wed fifteen, or, Avoid the sushi in the Union today. It’s a little off.

      December 2008

      Faculty meeting. A new course scheduling policy. Each school year, all faculty must teach one semester of Monday, Wednesday, and Friday courses, no exceptions. Many groans emit.

      Then, Dr. Twentieth Century says, her voice high and southern and sweet, “I don’t see why we can’t just have those lecturers teach three days a week. After all, they don’t have to write. It’s us researchers that should have the good schedules.”

      I remember some words my mother once said to me when I was in college. She said, “You grow up to be a doctor, do you hear me? Don’t you grow up to be a nurse.” At the time, I’d just declared an English major, so her words seemed a little strange.

      Now I know what she meant. She’s been married to a doctor for thirty years, running the practice for twenty. But to some, she’ll always be just a doctor’s wife.

      I became a doctor. But I’m still a nurse. Except nurses get paid more and have better job security.

      January 2009

      My textbook proposal is accepted by a publisher. I sign my contract at a bistro with Mr. Tall, and he takes my picture with the pen in my hand.

      The English Department lecturers form an advisory committee and ask for promotion procedures. We want a senior title, with senior pay, and five-year contracts. We form a listserv, start a newsletter with meeting minutes, and begin to plan.

      Our push seems to be working.

      Meanwhile, to make more money for when the baby comes, I take on an extra course teaching writing at a law school in another city, driving fifty miles each way to get there. The extra course seems like a sensible decision. I never thought I’d be a freeway flier to make ends meet, but I’m happy to have the work.

      February 2009

      My belly is starting to show, and I’m worried. In addition to English, I also majored in Women’s Studies, so I can recognize my fear as an old one. My fear is one working women have felt for decades—that my boss will resent my
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