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academic life on casual contracts
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Conferences are fun but the chat about
position and status can be so
embarrassing, and it’s about to get even
worse
I am about to pack for a major international
conference in my field in one of the more
attractive European cities. It’s a mouthwatering prospect: I’ll overdose on papers,
present my own work, meet old friends, make
new contacts and doubtless stay up too late
and drink more than I should.
These days, though, there is a persistent feeling of anxiety that goes alongside the excitement as I
contemplate a conference. When I was a PhD student, conferences were a source of unalloyed
excitement. They formed a central part of the learning process. I knew my place. I was a PhD
student and conversations with academics or other students took on a familiar form: “what’s your
topic?”, “when’s your viva?” etc. Now, though, things aren’t as simple.
Yes, I’m fully qualified with a good track record of post-doctoral research and publication. But my
position within academia since completing my doctorate has been unclear. For a number of years
after completing my thesis I did not hold a university position, subsisting on freelance community
research projects. In those years, I came to dread receiving an integral part of any conference –
the name badge. I had no institution to put underneath my name. When I bumped into people I
knew, they would frequently come out with something like: “so you’re now at... oh”, looking
embarrassed at my lack of affiliation. I’d have to quickly summarise my complicated employment
situation before apologetically explaining that I was still doing some academic writing in my field.
As the years went by, I started doing some (very) part-time teaching with The Open University
(https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/open-university). I would put
the OU on my conference name badge. But conference conversations would stall as it became
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clear that I wasn’t actually a “real” academic member of staff but a tutor (the OU now calls them
“associate lecturers”). As most academics know that there are hundreds of OU tutors, my name
badge started to smack of desperation and hubris, with my longing to validate myself with some
kind of tenuous university connection embarrassingly apparent.
Then, two years ago, I appeared to make a breakthrough when I became a fixed-term university
researcher. I could finally put a “real” university on my name badge and claim to be a “proper”
academic. Or so I thought. While I can wield my conference name badge with pride, the
conference conversations are still tinged with awkwardness. When I talk about my post I have to
admit to not being a lecturer (I am research only and do not teach) and since my fixed-term
status precludes me from much academic admin, I am a peripheral member of the department
and the university. When academics I meet at conferences want to gossip about people who are
my ostensible colleagues, nine times out of ten I barely know them.
ADVERTISEMENT

This is still a better situation than having no university position at all, but soon I may once again
have no affiliation to put on my name badge. My contract runs out in a few months and it is
unclear what will happen to me then. For most of my contract I have shoved this insecurity to the
back of my mind, preferring to concentrate on my work. Increasingly, though, it has become clear
that I can’t simply ignore my future and will have to grapple with what happens when my funding
runs out.
This dawning realisation of the difficulties that lie ahead has been accompanied by a desire to
hold on to the limited “privileges” that I have. Obviously, not being paid will be the worst aspect of
my contract running out, but there are other things in life than money. I like working at a
university, I like being an academic. Even if for the purposes of conference conversations my
current situation is imperfect, it is far better than before, when I had no affiliation to speak of. I
don’t kid myself that being an academic makes me highly respected in society as a whole, or even
particularly by my peers, but I need a “home”, somewhere to identify with, some way of
forestalling awkward conversations about “what do you do?”.
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So now I will need to think about where I go from here, what my future holds. Times Higher
Education has given me this blog to chronicle my progress in doing so. Hopefully I’ll be able to
illuminate some of the difficulties that attend not just my own situation, but tenuously employed
academics as a whole. In the meantime, if you’re an academic and you see someone with an
ambiguous name badge at a conference – try not to ask too many questions.

Are you experiencing problems at work?
Whether it's money worries, issues with colleagues or emotional difficulties, the College and
University Support Network (CUSN) can help. CUSN provides free, confidential support services,
24/7, specifically for all staff working in adult, further and higher education. Established by
Teacher Support Network and supported by UCU, CUSN offers information and advice, telephone
counselling, online and telephone coaching and financial assistance. All CUSN services are
delivered by professional advisors, counsellors and coaches.
You can contact CUSN for free on 08000 32 99 52 or visit www.cusn.info (http://www.cusn.info),
where you can also sign up for the free monthly newsletter.
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The insecure scholar: The little perks make all the
difference
A modicum of respect would do wonders for casual staff’s morale
October 13, 2009

    

A couple of weeks ago, I served as the external
examiner for a PhD viva voce – only the third
time I have done so. Happily, the candidate’s
thesis was excellent and was passed without
changes.
Acting as an external examiner is a real thrill
for me. It’s a validation of my expertise and a
chance to make a difference to someone’s life.
I love working with students and since my post
is non-teaching, this is a rare chance to do so.
I am ashamed to admit that the most satisfying part of the viva had nothing to do with the PhD,
but with the lunch beforehand. The chair, the internal examiner and I shared a plate of
sandwiches, crisps and fruit in the examination room while we discussed the thesis. It’s not that
the food was particularly good – it was standard-issue university canteen catering – but I am so
unused to even the smallest perks that being treated nicely was a bit of a novelty. Getting a free
plate of sandwiches and a £150 honorarium is quite an event for me.
Although I am only a fixed-term researcher, I have no complaints about my salary. It’s not that
great but it’s not an insult either, and in any case I didn’t expect to be well paid when I went down
the academic route.
But it’s the lack of the little things that say I am valued that really bugs me: I share a workspace
and don’t have an office to call my own; I don’t have access to the departmental conference fund;
the university doesn’t print business cards for me; I wasn’t entered into the research assessment
exercise. In short, the message I get from my university is that it wants to get away with giving me
as little as possible, because as a fixed-term researcher I am not a “proper” member of staff.
Against this backdrop, I cling on to any little perk and sign of respect, so a plate of sandwiches is a
big deal to me. It’s also a sign of just how low my expectations are.
ADVERTISEMENT
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Part of the frustration is that most universities do not seem to realise just how much of a
difference the little things make. A few years ago, I worked on a project that required me to
attend regular meetings at a major City law firm in London. The air-conditioned meeting rooms
had free pens, pads, a selection of soft drinks and sweets, as well as the usual teas and coffees.
There was someone whose job it was to deal with requests.
OK, I don’t expect a university to provide a plush environment, but I would imagine that these
little things didn’t cost much: however, the benefits in terms of staff morale were enormous.
Academics on permanent contracts have precious few perks, but at least they have a measure of
security and status. Fixed-termers like me don’t even have that, so I am inordinately impressed by
even little gestures of kindness or generosity.
As a social scientist, I am supposed to retain a certain distance from the temptations of the
material world if I am to produce incisive work, yet here I am, distracted by the smallest treats.
Maybe I’m superficial, but I want a working environment that makes me feel comfortable, that
takes care of the little things so I can think about the big things.
I can cope with a fixed-term contract, but I want business cards, I want a conference fund, I want
free stationery, I want an office to myself, and above all I want some respect. I know I could
probably get these things if I fought for them, it’s just that to do so would be pretty humiliating.
I can put up with insecurity, but I can’t put up with feeling like an irrelevance, pathetically grateful
for the smallest crumbs from the permanent faculty’s table.
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The insecure scholar: career-making journal articles will
have to wait
What with the pull of book-writing and the need to earn a living, there’s no time to
achieve ‘high-impact’ status
October 20, 2009

    

I know “publish or perish” is an academic
cliché, but it’s no less true for that. In the
managerialist UK university system, you are
judged on “output” – and that means
publications. Not just any publications, but
refereed journal articles and now increasingly
not just any refereed journal articles but ones
in “high-impact” journals. I don’t need to point
out the problems with the system – any
number of Times Higher Education articles can
do that better than I can. But I can say that the
one thing worse than being an academic pressured into writing more and more journal articles is
not having the job security to write them in the first place.
As I’ve explained in previous blogs, I have never held a permanent academic post. That doesn’t
mean I haven’t been “research active” and haven’t published – quite the reverse. I’ve even got a
couple of journal articles, although nowhere near the amount I should have had given my postPhD experience.
So what am I complaining about? Well, because of my insecure employment situation, working on
fixed-term contracts or as a freelance consultant, my “publication strategy” has been forced to
prioritise other kinds of publication.
I’ve produced quite a few reports for community organisations. I am mostly proud of them, but
the freelance contracts only pay me to produce the report itself and nothing else. This leaves very
little time to do literature reviews. Most funders want clear, actionable findings and aren’t very
interested in the intricacies of academic debates on the issues. I am often poorly versed in the
background literature necessary for an article to be accepted in a refereed journal.
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I could, of course, do this work in my own time. There are problems here, though. Leaving aside
the embarrassment of those times when I have not had an institutional affiliation to put by my
name, and leaving aside the problems of working for free, there have been good reasons for me
to prioritise other publications rather than journal articles.
The problem with journals is that while they may be good for the CV, publishing in journals is not
necessarily the best way to build up a reputation. Only a minority of journals are widely read, and
those that are can be incredibly difficult to get a paper accepted in.
ADVERTISEMENT

Books are a much better way of getting known. Despite the lunacy that has led the research
assessment exercise not to value them proportionally as highly as journal articles and the many
anecdotal stories of young academics being pressured to “salami slice” their publications rather
than produce a single tome, people actually read books and take notice of their authors. In my
insecure position, I have always felt that the publication strategy that will ultimately get me a
permanent post will be one that gets me known. So I’ve edited a couple of books and published a
sole-authored one. I’ve never regretted it. None of them is a big seller, but they’ve brought me
more attention and kudos in my field than publishing a stream of journal articles would have
done. Most of all, they have made me feel proud, made me feel that wherever my career goes, I
have made a contribution to scholarship.
The other kind of publications I’ve produced that have prevented me from submitting more
journal articles have a more mercenary motivation. Over the past few years, I’ve written quite a
few articles and comment pieces for newspapers and magazines. They are good for my ego and
my profile but, frankly, their main attraction is that I get paid (albeit not a great deal). In my
position where it is never clear if anyone will employ me in a year’s time, I need to explore any
other source of cash I can find.
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So I’m heading into an odd kind of situation. I’m developing a growing reputation as a scholar and
a writer, but my career is still an insecure one. My current fixed-term contract hasn’t helped
matters that much. The “output” at the end is another report, which will probably get a fair
amount of publicity, but will not fill the gaping journal article-shaped hole on my CV.
On a fixed-term contract, I’m paid to do only what I am contracted to do, and this means that any
journal articles will have to be produced in my own time, which is in short supply right now.
Maybe I made a mistake. Maybe I should have shunned the siren calls of books and paid writing
in favour of unpaid labour at the journal-publishing coalface. What I do know, though, is that if I
did have a “proper” academic job, the dilemmas would be a little easier. The pressure that
permanent academics feel to publish in journals and the lack of respect for other forms of
publication is crazy. But at least in a permanent post, writing for journals is part of the job, rather
than something to fit or not fit into one’s “free” time.
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The insecure scholar: On the subject of my future, I
should have kept quiet
A discussion with the head of department proves a mistake
October 27, 2009

    

Recently, I’ve been somewhat paralysed in the
face of my contract running out at the end of
the year. But earlier this week, I finally
overcame my desire to pretend that it wasn’t
happening and I went to see my head of
department to discuss my future.
I hardly know her. I’m a fixed-term researcher
in a large and successful social science faculty
– I’m a minnow. So I thought that making my
presence better known to the head might help
to work out a solution to my employment problems.
Big mistake.
The head was friendly enough. I explained my situation and told her that I was keen to stay on
after my contract ends. I suggested that the department might give me some teaching work at
the end of my contract while I worked on new grant applications to fund my post, or, at the very
least, an honorary position that would allow me to bid for external funding.
In response, the head set out in some detail why fixed-term research contracts were a bad thing;
how they create a two-tier workforce; how they are insecure and hinder proper career
development; how creating a post on paper for me to bid for research grants would be a breach
of a fair employment policy. So the answer to my request was a firm “no” – as far as she’s
concerned, I’m out when my contract ends.
Throughout this discussion, there was an elephant lurking in the room. New rules stipulate that
fixed-term staff must be given a permanent post if they have been employed continuously for
four years. Although the rules were intended to end the situation of staff being employed
indefinitely from contract to contract, they have the unintended consequence of making
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universities wary of employing fixed-term staff for more than a year or two – if they are there for
too long, the university could be lumbered with employing them for good or, at least, having to
institute lengthy redundancy proceedings.
I understand all the problems, but a fixed-term contract is better than no job at all. In any case, it
was my initiative that brought in the original grants that have paid for my current position. When
my contract started, my entrepreneurship was welcome; now that it is finishing, no one is
interested.
ADVERTISEMENT

The current head wasn’t in place when I arrived, and I owe my position to her predecessor’s more
benevolent attitude. My mistake was to raise my head above the parapet. When I spoke to other
staff members after the meeting, it became clear that had I not said anything, I could have been
kept on quietly on a “zero hours” contract that would allow me to bid for another grant. Now that
the head is aware of my existence, the chances of this are minimal.
I am trying to be philosophical about the head’s decision. In some respects, it was based on
impeccable ethics. What did piss me off, though, was that she was clearly trying to “play” me, to
treat the decision as being for my own ultimate good. She asked me where I wanted to be in five
years. She offered to look over my CV with an eye to making me more employable. She hinted
that a lecturing position might open up in due course. It sounded like she’d been on a course
about how to break difficult news to employees. She turned a meeting about my being in effect
sacked into the woolliest kind of career counselling session.
I was polite and affected being laid-back, but it’s devastating news. However difficult it’s been
being a fixed-term researcher, it’s been a huge relief to finally have an institutional affiliation,
however tenuous. Now I have to face the very real prospect of being an un-academic in a few
months.
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So I’ll apply for jobs and I’ll try to raise funds for a new position somewhere else. All this in a
recession. I’ll see what the union has to say about the head’s decision, although I don’t have much
hope. All this will take time and energy – time and energy that would be better spent actually
finishing the project I am working on.
Great…
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The insecure scholar: Carrying on regardless isn’t an
option
A plan is needed for when my contract comes to an end
November 2, 2009

    

It’s a strange feeling watching my contract run
down. On the one hand everything is as
normal: I’m working hard on my project and
I’m solvent, with a respectable pay cheque
coming at the end of every month. On the
other hand I can never allow myself to forget
that unless I do something about it, everything
will judder to a halt when my contract ends.
Following my meeting last week with the head
of department, I’ve been left in no doubt that I
can’t just carry on regardless.
I’m calmer than I was when I wrote last week’s column. My wife helpfully pointed out that she has
a permanent job, so it’s not as if the kids will have no shoes this winter. I do little bits of part-time
teaching and freelance writing, which will carry on when my contract ends.
But still, I have to come up with some sort of plan.
Obviously the first thing to do is to apply for jobs. I already read Times Higher Education’s jobs
pages weekly. I can work within a number of sub-disciplines, which makes my situation better
than, say, a specialist in medieval Latvian poetry. It also means that there is a lot of competition,
too. In any case, jobs that I have a genuine chance of getting come up all too rarely.
Plus, of course, there’s the whole location issue. I know that successful academics seem to move
to the other side of the world without demur or, at the very least, commute halfway across the
country. Frankly, though, I don’t want to uproot my kids from school (let alone my wife from her
job) and I don’t want never to see them or to spend my life on trains. I am willing to do these
things if I must, but it hardly inspires the enthusiasm necessary to put in a sparkling job
application.
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The other main option is to apply for more research grants. Filling in endless grant forms is part
and parcel of being an academic in the 21st century, and I’d have to do this task even if I had a
permanent position. After my disastrous meeting with the head of department last week, I heard
from the research office that I might be able to save my position if I could bring in funding that
started before my current contract ends. Time is very short, though, and even if I applied now,
the time lag between application and decision is so long for most grant-making bodies that it’s
unlikely I’d have funding in place by the time my present grant finishes. So unless I can find a
speedy grant-making body and turn something round very fast, I will be left with no institution
from which to apply for grants when my contract ends. Then I will need to find a new institution
that will be happy to give me an honorary position that would allow me to apply for grants.
ADVERTISEMENT

Given the uncertainties and the mind-boggling complexities of my position, I find my mind
drifting increasingly towards the tantalising “wild card” options. Maybe I should abandon my own
research interests and work for industry or the public sector? Think-tanks and government
departments employ researchers in my field, and I might receive better job security and pay in
return for not being in control of which projects I take on. Or perhaps I should try to make a go of
it as a freelance writer? I’d still have my cherished independence even if I wouldn’t have financial
security. Or maybe I should change career completely? I’m just about young enough to retrain for
a more viable career.
So what should I do? I’m not going to rule out any option just yet. I’m going to explore every
possibility that comes along. I’m going to allow myself to dream a little and see my current
insecure position as an opportunity.
Of course, my “real” work is going to suffer, putting even more pressure on me as the end of
contract approaches. I’m going to have to live a strange dual life: part of me immersed in my
work, the other part of me dreaming, planning and panicking.
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The insecure scholar: Charting the imbalance between
reputation and career
A guest lectureship treat can’t compensate for job uncertainties
December 8, 2009

    

I’ve had a strange week. I just got back from a
short holiday in the US to visit relatives for
Thanksgiving. A fellow academic working in the
same field as me knows that I visit the US a lot
and a while back gave me an open invitation to
speak at his university, a large and reputable
institution located not too far from where my
relatives live.
So before I went this time, I managed to arrange
with my friend to deliver a guest lecture in his
faculty. Just after the Thanksgiving break I turned
up at the college town to give my lecture. I was met not just by my friend, but also by several senior
colleagues in his faculty. We all went off to lunch at a very nice restaurant and our meal was
accompanied by the kind of urbane, intellectual conversation that I have always associated with
academia.
Thus fortified, we walked to the hall for my lecture. Although a number of academics attended, my talk
had been scheduled as part of a popular course. It turned out that there were nearly 400 students in the
theatre, the most I had ever spoken to. They listened politely and asked some pretty incisive questions.
After coffee and a short debrief, I was sent on my way clutching a surprisingly large cheque that will pay
for a sizeable proportion of my family’s travel costs to the US.
On my return to the UK a couple of days later, I was met with an email from a Scandinavian university
that needed someone to conduct a thesis defence within the week (the person who was due to do it had
flu). It would also be paid surprisingly well and would be a fun opportunity to see another part of the
world. Sadly I couldn’t make it owing to other commitments, but it was very nice to be asked.
I am recounting these experiences not to boast – if I wanted to do that I’d do it in a forum in which I
wasn’t writing anonymously – but on the contrary, to emphasise how strange it all feels. My main
preoccupation before, during and after my visit to the States has been my tenuous employment
situation. My contract runs out in the new year and, as I’ve talked about in previous columns, I am caught
in an impossibly complicated situation whose probable outcome is likely to be an open-ended period of
unemployment following the end of the contract.
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Following my visit to the US I have spent the past couple of days filling in a depressingly lengthy
application form for a job that I don’t really want, that’s inconveniently located, that offers only a oneyear contract and that I probably won’t get (I’ll write more about it in next week’s column).
ADVERTISEMENT

What my guest lecture in the US and the thesis defence invitation demonstrated, is that I have achieved
a good reputation in my field of research and that fellow academics want to hear what I have to say.
That’s all enormously gratifying but my reputation appears to be decoupled from my actual career
situation.
It’s wonderful to get occasional “treats” such as a nice lunch and a nice cheque from an American
university, but ultimately it doesn’t pay the bills on any kind of regular basis. The question is how far “the
work” compensates for the lack of money or job security. Maybe I’d forgo my academic treats in return
for never having to fill in a demeaningly pointless job application ever again, but maybe if I did have a
secure position I’d also need these tokens of esteem to get me through the endless bureaucracy and
meetings.
What I find particularly hard to get my head round is envisaging where all this is going to end. Is my
reputation going to grow but my career stay stalled indefinitely? Does this mean that I will end up a
distinguished scholar with an embarrassingly trivial job title? I don’t think I’ve ever met a distinguished
scholar who didn’t have an equally distinguished title. Maybe once the disjunction between career and
reputation becomes too pronounced other academics will suspect that there is something fishy about
me, that there must be a reason why I never progressed as I should.
A strange week, then: perhaps one auguring future glories or perhaps one that is as good as it will ever
get...
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The insecure scholar: between a whinge and a smug place
Reasons to be cheerful without a proper job
November 17, 2009

    

A few weeks ago, someone on the comment
thread suggested that these columns be retitled “the whingeing scholar”. Well I have to
admit that so far, I have used the space that
Times Higher Education has given to me to
discuss the more difficult aspects of my
situation.
These columns have coincided with a
particularly challenging period in my career
with the end of my contract approaching and
great uncertainty as to what comes next. But, mea culpa, sometimes the dividing line between
incisive criticism of the uncertainties of temporary research contracts and tiresome whingeing
about my own situation is less than clear. So let me state for the record: sometimes being an
insecurely employed scholar on a temporary contract is just great.
That sentence perhaps sounded sarcastic but I’m being completely honest: sometimes I love the
way my career has turned out. Here are some of the reasons why:
I have a huge amount of freedom to set my schedule as I like as I am hardly ever required to be
at my university at fixed times. I do not have to commute and I get to see my kids when they
come home from school;
I get to spend most of my time doing research. Research-only contracts may be a cul-de-sac in
terms of advancing along the academic career path, but when all is said and done I get paid to do
what I love;
I may be cut off from the status of a “proper” academic position, but I am also free from many of
the worst aspects of academia. I have very little admin to do and I do not spend my time in
endless departmental meetings. Although I do teach a little, I am not caught up in the endless
and impossible task of reconciling teaching and research commitments;
ADVERTISEMENT
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I am also freed from the intense pressure to publish articles in obscure academic journals, rather
than in publications that people actually read, by not being returned in the research assessment
exercise – and presumably the research excellence framework when it happens;
I am a “free agent” – this being the flip side of my university having little commitment to my
career development. So I can develop projects with whomever I want and pursue whatever leads
interest me;
I have, above all, the freedom to dream. In not knowing where my career is going, in not being
locked in to the treadmill of a permanent academic position, I can keep alive the possibility of a
life in which the best is yet to come.
Let me be clear, though: I would drop all this freedom if an appropriate position came up. In any
case, academic positions are in many respects much more flexible than most other jobs, so it is
not that I would lose all of my liberty. Still, when I read through the THE each week I can’t help but
note the intense managerialist pressures to which academics are subject to from all sides and
there is nothing to suggest that things will get any better soon. So I do have some protection from
the worst aspects of academic drudgery.
I am caught between two conflicting desires: I want to do interesting work in my field, publish
widely, take part in public and academic debates, be part of a global community of scholars –
these are all things that can be accomplished within an insecure career as well as a more secure
one (albeit sometimes with difficulty).
I also want to provide for my family, have a decent pension, have some job security, contribute to
an institution, have a reasonable job title and related perks – and these things can be had only in
a secure academic post.
For the purposes of morale I try to focus on my first set of desires. I remind myself that I am
fulfilling many of my ambitions and that I am contributing to scholarship.
The older I get though, the more this is not quite enough.
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When I did not have a family, I could revel in an insecure career. As I advance further into middle
age, I yearn for security. Sometimes this yearning gets on top of me and I resort to impotent
whinging.
This is where I stand: between the whingeing scholar and the smug scholar – between a rock and
a hard place.
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The insecure scholar: Playing the application game
Grappling with the frustrating process of applying for grants
December 1, 2009

    

The hustling that I wrote about in last week’s
column may be starting to pay off. After a lot
of emails, lunches and coffees, I’ve certainly
got the message out – I’m here and I’m open
for business.
The fact is that what I’m offering is pretty
difficult to turn down. Most academics are
under tremendous pressure to bring in money
and when a slightly desperate, mid-career
researcher with a reasonable track record
turns up at their door, they aren’t going to turn me away. When I emphasise that I will do the dirty
work of filling in forms in return for their institutional support, I become impossible to turn down.
I’ve boiled my inchoate research interests down to three or four fairly eye-catching ideas that tick
a lot of boxes in terms of what’s in vogue within my subject area and what Whitehall is interested
in this week. In many ways it’s a fairly cynical activity. If I had a secure position and if obtaining
research funding were less of a life-or-death matter, then perhaps I’d be more courageous about
what grants I’d apply for.
For the moment though, I’ve abandoned my more groundbreaking research ideas in favour of
proposals that have clear and immediate applicability; ones that push people’s buttons (in a good
way). I’m playing my part in the slow strangulation of innovative blue-skies research – but hey, I’ve
got to eat, right? In any case, it’s not that the ideas I have are without use, even if they play it safe.
Having fundable ideas and receiving positive responses to my ideas from potential academic
partners is only the start of a very long process. As any academic who has applied for funding
(and these days that means most of us) knows, completing research grant forms takes time and
effort.
There are two aspects of the process that I particularly loathe. First, there is the problem of
overlap between questions. Most research council and private foundation forms are peppered
with repeated demands for similar bits of information, presented with a slightly different
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emphasis. So you may be asked to detail “Beneficiaries” and then give a “Communications
Strategy”; you may be asked to salami-slice your proposal into discrete questions and offer a
“Case for Support” that pretty much includes everything you’ve already said.
ADVERTISEMENT

Instead of being invited to simply put your case, you are asked to be a contortionist and find
multiple ways of twisting the same message into different versions.
The second thing I find hard to tolerate is the need to effectively do research in order to get
research funding. An important part of any application is the literature review where you
demonstrate the “gap in the market” you propose to fill. Now I freely accept that this pretty much
has to be on the form, but it makes for a terribly time-consuming process. Drafting the proposal
requires as much knowledge of the subject and as much subtlety in execution as any journal
article.
And there’s the rub: I’m supposed to be working on my own research project at the moment, not
doing the research for the next one. I’m struggling to finish the project and my grant runs out in a
few short weeks. Yet for financial reasons I need the gap between this grant and the next one to
be as short as possible, which means I should really be applying right now.
But finding the time isn’t the only difficulty. I have to decide which project is most fundable by
which funding body. All funders work differently, with various deadlines and priorities. They
require different levels of detail, with European funding for example being notoriously difficult to
apply for. They have different levels of prestige, with research grants from charitable bodies –
which often have the simplest procedures – often lacking the halo of “full economic costing”
respectability.
It would help if I had strong backing from a university. My own research office is helpful enough
but as I’ve explained in an earlier column, my head of department doesn’t want me to lengthen
my contract with further funding applications. Academics at other universities may be happy to
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name me and I am trying to negotiate an honorary position somewhere, but this doesn’t mean
they will pull the stops out to share the workload.
So: to apply now or not to apply now? Whom to apply to? With what partner? For what project?
Decisions, decisions, decisions...
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The insecure scholar: Hope, anger and paralysis
The burden of trying to generate enthusiasm and work is suffocating me
December 15, 2009

    

I’m tired, weary, exhausted. I wake in the
morning and all I think about is when I can go
back to bed. I long to collapse with a cheap
thriller and a cup of tea, or to lose myself in a
DVD box set. Every minute I sit at my laptop
feels like an eternity. I can’t seem to get in the
groove, to get going.
Regular readers might be forgiven for
groaning now: has the “whingeing scholar”
returned after the more positive columns in
recent weeks? Well, although I will admit that I do sometimes use this space to vent, the reasons
for my exhaustion have a wider relevance. Even if I do have a chronic health condition, this isn’t
why I feel bone-weary.
For most people, including myself, exhaustion tends to happen as a result of being overloaded in
work or one’s personal life. But this isn’t what is happening to me. No, it’s actually the opposite
problem – a lack of commitments – that is dragging me down.
When I turned on my computer on Monday morning after a pretty relaxing family weekend, I
didn’t want for things to do. But for the first time in months, I realised that there was very little
that I had to do. My research project (for which my contract runs out in the new year) is virtually
finished, and the report I’ve written has been sent out for comment so there is nothing I can do
on it at the moment. Other than one meeting, writing this column and a few Christmas cards, I
had very little planned: there were no urgent deadlines looming.
At the same time, however, my “to do” list has never been longer. For weeks now, I’ve been “doing
the hustle”, as I termed it in a previous column – pitching research grant ideas, applying for jobs
and generally trying to make my presence felt. These are all things I need to continue doing. The
Moleskine notebook in which I jot down ideas for articles is groaning with writing possibilities.
There are myriad directions in which my life could go, most of them exciting and intriguing.
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Yet although I don’t want for ideas, I lack the energy needed to put them into action. The problem
is that in almost every part of my so-called career at the moment, everything depends on me. I’m
the one on whom all the ideas stand or fall; without my efforts none of them will become a
reality. If I stand still, almost every ball I have in the air will fall to the ground. Other than some
very small pieces of work, I have nothing that I can take for granted; everything is down to me.
Since sitting down at my laptop on Monday, I’ve been near paralysed by the many choices facing
me. I don’t know what to do first – and even if I did, I feel as if it will take a superhuman effort just
to get going.
ADVERTISEMENT

What’s contributing to this situation is that I fired off a whole stack of emails at the end of last
week. Some were to potential collaborators, some to potential editors, some to potential
participants in projects I want to run. Only a fraction of those to whom I wrote have replied to me,
and this is making me resentful. I know full well that no one owes me a living and that this time of
year tends to be very busy for most people. Still, every time I check my email I go from hope to
anger in a few seconds. This isn’t good for me.
Job insecurity sucks for everyone. Materially speaking, I know that I am in a far better position
than someone with few qualifications searching for the next soul-destroying unskilled job. But
there’s a particular kind of pain that afflicts someone in my situation: if you have experience, if
you have a track record, if you have a decent reputation, if you are in a situation where you could
make something happen, then it’s hard to avoid the pressure that comes from feeling that it’s all
down to you.
At the moment, that pressure is weighing me down. I have to keep hustling, I have to keep
generating ideas. At the same time, though, I can’t stop fantasising about a knight in shining
armour, magically bringing paid work to me…
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The insecure scholar: A soul-destroying process
Being interviewed for unsuitable posts and forms that require a PhD in splitting hairs
are all part of the ‘fun’ of searching for a permanent post
December 22, 2009

    

After last week’s column in which I shared my
frustrations, exhaustion and lack of
motivation, I’d like to report that I’ve bounced
back. I’m certainly more productive and the
thought of the upcoming holiday season is
making me a little more cheerful. Still, career
anxiety never really goes away, particularly
when my contract is so close to finishing.
Spending time on job applications – as I have
over the past few days – isn’t good for the
soul.
I had some mildly good news about a week and a half ago: I was called to a job interview. It’s only
a one-year contract, the pay isn’t great and it’s at a university that would mean a long and
awkward commute. Still, it and the department in question are very highly rated and in any case,
a job’s a job. So a few days ago, I attended the interview with a sense of cautious optimism.
I tried my best to sparkle. I’d been asked to make a short presentation and I enjoyed having a
captive audience of senior academics watching me pontificate. The role up for grabs was a
research associate on a large research council-funded project, and I had to make the case for
what kind of sub-project I would pursue as part of the broader theme. I certainly convinced
myself and two out of the three panellists, who asked me some relevant questions that showed
they took me seriously. The third simply looked bored and the question she asked for form’s sake
was entirely irrelevant.
When I was invited to ask the panel something, I inquired whether I would have an office. The
project head said that he expected me and the other two research associates to work out of his
room. This was the first sign that something was not right. The second was when they pointedly
asked if I would be moving to the area. Clearly for a one-year contract, a person with a young
family (as they knew I was) wouldn’t be doing that.
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It became pretty clear that, while they liked me, they wanted someone who was younger and had
just finished a PhD. So a couple of days after the interview, they emailed to let me know that they
had chosen someone else. No surprises there.
But onwards and upwards. I’m currently working on another job application for a permanent
part-time (0.75) lectureship – perfect given my health issues. The university is one of the newer
ones, which will mean a gargantuan teaching load and little research support. Still, this is a post
that could work for me.
ADVERTISEMENT

But my spirit of optimism is slowly being crushed by the application process. The university uses
an online form, which means that it is hard to reuse a previous application as I trudge through
the various information fields.
The form poses an astonishing 23 separate questions to show how I meet the various job
specifications. Not only is this extremely time-consuming, but many of the questions overlap so
closely that you need to be an expert in linguistics to differentiate them.
For example, I have to demonstrate “Experience of working with students from a wide range of
backgrounds and capabilities”, “Proven ability to teach students from a wide range of
backgrounds and capabilities” and “Proven ability to work with students from diverse educational,
cultural and work backgrounds” – these are three separate questions!
Most gallingly, after using every ounce of creativity to complete the questions, I then have to
attach a supporting statement, covering letter and CV. Even if I get this job, I will never get back
the time I spent on the application.
Now I should emphasise that I don’t resent applying for jobs per se. However, I do resent the
excessive amount of time you have to spend on some application forms. And I resent, as in the
case of the job interview, being shortlisted when I was clearly not what they were looking for.
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In these insecure times, rejection is simply a part of the life of academics and people in many
professions. It’s not easy to deal with but I am more or less accustomed to it. But rejection verges
on the intolerable when you are asked to jump through endless hoops and give up unpaid time
you could spend on something more productive.
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The insecure scholar: The calm before the storm
It’s difficult to relax and enjoy the holidays with unemployment looming ever closer.
December 29, 2009

    

Holidays are strange times when you are
nearly unemployed. I’m currently in the midst
of a peaceful family festive season: spending
quality time with the kids, visiting relatives,
going on outings and eating too much. It’s all
very pleasant and relaxing, but I can’t seem to
shake the recurring feeling of panic at the
back of my mind. My research project is nearly
completed, my contract runs out in midJanuary and I receive my final pay cheque at
the end of that month. After that, bar the odd
bit of teaching and freelance writing, I won’t be bringing in a significant income.
Of course, as I’ve documented in previous columns, I have done plenty to try to prepare the
ground for further employment. I have applied for jobs and am awaiting news on whether I have
been shortlisted for one of them. I have had a lot of meetings with potential research partners
and have started to put together some outlines for possible grant applications. I’m trying to
negotiate an honorary position at a university that will give me a berth when my current contract
finishes. I am satisfied that I haven’t taken my situation lying down and that in the new year I will
be back out there hustling with (hopefully) renewed vigour.
However, the fact remains that none of this work has thus far paid off and if I don’t get the
permanent job I’ve applied for, which is a very likely possibility, none of the research grants I
intend to apply for will pay out for several months even in the best-case scenario. My probable
fate is several months of unemployment or underemployment.
Usually I keep the resulting anxiety in check by burying myself in activity. In the holiday season
though, this option isn’t available. Without being able to actively do something about my
situation, I have no alternative but to reflect on it. As the holiday continues, my suppressed panic
is rising as I feel impotent and frustrated. Sometimes the kids distract me, but often they don’t as
I try to ignore the siren call of my laptop.
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Of course this is part of the reason why temporary research contracts are not a good idea: they
never allow you to rest. Whether or not a contract includes holiday time, the ever-present
possibility of unemployment means you can never entirely “clock off”.
I’m well aware that academia in general is not a good profession for those who value downtime.
Even if you have a permanent contract, the pressure to raise money, teach, administrate and
research never stops. Over and above all that, academics face a constant flood of new
information that they have to try to stay on top of if they want to remain experts in their fields of
study. We all face a constant torrent of papers and books and there never seems to be enough
time to read them all. For many of us, holidays are a time to catch up on reading and to try to do
some actual thinking. To misquote Gordon Gekko: “Knowledge never sleeps, pal.”
ADVERTISEMENT

The lack of true downtime is a price that academics must pay for the privilege of being able to
pursue their own interests. There are many jobs that you don’t have to take home with you, but
plenty of them are stressful, uninteresting or alienating. So I don’t moan about the “always on”
life of the academic, but I do feel that the temporary academic is burdened with further worries
that make the difficulties of switching off even harder to handle.
I’m going to try to see this holiday period as a time to gird my proverbial loins for the fight ahead.
I have a tough few months – at least – to come and I will have to struggle to keep my career going
and my morale up. This is the calm before the storm and even as I enjoy the quiet, I await with
apprehension the approaching tempest.
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The insecure scholar: The best-laid plans
Family responsibilities require complex arrangements to allow time for work – but
when they break down, they become an acute source of anxiety for the temporary
contractor
January 12, 2010

    

The snow was fun, of course. We had lots in
our neighbourhood. School was cancelled for
two days and the childminder couldn’t make it,
so we dug out my old sledge (unused since
1991) and spent hours sliding down the local
hill and making snowmen. Once safely home,
we drank hot chocolate and watched old
movies in front of the (admittedly gas) fire.
Idyllic, right? Well yes, it was, as long as I
suppressed thoughts of the work I wasn’t
doing...
Regular readers of this column may be forgiven for sighing and seeing a pattern here: much of
what I choose to write about concerns how some of the more pleasurable aspects of my life have
a bittersweet tinge to them. My insecure career casts a pall of guilt and anxiety over more or less
any activity that doesn’t guarantee either financial reward or further work.
Those two days taking care of the kids ate into the first of my final four weeks of contracted
employment. With my project almost finished, I had planned to use these weeks to get a jump on
the job and grant applications I need to do. That plan hasn’t been entirely derailed, but the time
available has been whittled down.
This is a familiar story for me. Life is complicated and unpredictable for everyone and particularly
so for those of us who have children. My working life depends on a complex mix of childminding,
nursery and school, together with the childcare that my wife and I do ourselves. Every so often
these arrangements break down: the childminder gets sick, the childminder’s son gets sick, the
childminder’s husband gets legionnaires’ disease (seriously – this actually happened), school gets
cancelled due to snow, kids are too sick for school or nursery, etc, etc. On top of that I get sick (I
have a chronic health condition), my wife gets sick, the broadband connection fails, the heating
breaks down and so on and so forth.
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This is the stuff of life and I don’t resent my family responsibilities for a second. Any working
parent deals with these issues to a greater or lesser extent. And yet for someone on a temporary
contract, enforced absence from work can cause serious problems. I’ve calculated that over the
two-year life of my contract, I have lost at least eight weeks to unforeseen events and probably
more to periods when I’ve been convalescing from illness and able to do only limited amounts of
work.
Throughout these periods, the contract has rolled remorselessly on. Although I’ve been able to
finish my project on time, I’ve had to abandon many of my attempts to prepare for life after the
contract ends. Ideally, I’d have liked to have extended my contract by applying for another
research grant that would start when the current one ends. The time I had planned to do this
coincided with a period of turmoil in my childminder’s life and by the time things had been
settled, I had too much work to do and it was too late in any case for the application and
assessment process to be completed by the time my contract ends.
ADVERTISEMENT

I admit I may have been too passive here. I am not an expert on the ins and outs of employment
law and although a cursory reading of my contract suggests I am not entitled to any contract
extension, perhaps if I had fought for it, my contract could have been extended a little. The truth
is that I didn’t want to seem petty (most of my enforced absences were occasional days rather
than blocks of time) or a troublemaker (for most of my contract I took the view – mistakenly as it
turned out – that if I kept a low profile my position might be extended).
Society is still adjusting to the demise of the housewife who keeps the home fires burning while
the man works predictable hours no matter what. Progress has nonetheless been made in many
professions and flexible working is increasingly accepted as a desirable thing.
There is still a long, long way to go though before the needs of those of us who work on
temporary contracts are properly taken into account. Until that happens, the inevitable problems
that family life throws up will continue to threaten the viability of my career. It’s a cruel world in
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which the needs of my kids so often imperil the working life of their father, on whose ability to
earn a living they depend.
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The insecure scholar: Experience – just not the right kind
Failure to make the running exposes the problem of having an unconventional
background
January 26, 2010

    

The last flicker of possibility that I would not
have to leave my current place of work was
extinguished this week. I had applied for a
temporary lectureship that had unexpectedly
opened up in my department. I knew that the
odds of getting it were not massively in my
favour, yet the fact that I was in the
department already should have counted for
something. I still haven’t heard formally that I
have not made the shortlist, but I managed to
see it anyway and I wasn’t on it.
I knew a couple of the people on the shortlist and the rest I googled. On examining their bios, my
first feeling was outrage because they are all at a pretty similar stage in their careers as I am –
indeed, I completed my PhD before one of them. My publication record was as good as, if not
better than, all of theirs.
But looking closer, I reluctantly came to understand why I was not on the shortlist: all the other
candidates have much more teaching experience than I do. They had all held positions that
required them to teach, to devise and administer courses. They could all hit the ground running
on the lecturing position.
Now, I have experience of most of the constituent parts of a lectureship. I’ve tutored for The
Open University (https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/openuniversity) for years; I’ve been a visiting lecturer at foreign universities; I’ve examined PhDs; I’ve
given guest lectures. In some ways, I am even more qualified than many other academics in that
I’ve taught in a diverse range of community settings – I’ve worked in youth clubs, for example. But
let’s face it: few employers will take a chance on someone who has all the notional experience,
acquired through an unconventional route, if there are others available who have exactly the
right experience, acquired the conventional way.
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I’m not too disappointed because this particular job was in many ways far from ideal. What does
worry me, though, is that my failure to make the shortlist – as well as not that of another similar
job I applied for before Christmas – has ominous implications for my employability. I am no
longer early career. I have a good deal of research experience, and my PhD was awarded a
decade ago. I am no longer a plausible candidate for lectureships designed for post-PhDs. While
in research terms I am well placed to apply for mid-career positions, my teaching experience is
still – on paper at least – little better than that of an early-career academic. Although I can
compete for positions where research profile is more important than teaching experience, in the
competition for conventional lectureship posts I am in real danger of becoming unemployable.
In so far as I had a career plan when I finished my PhD, I was not too worried about conventional
career paths. I chose to take on interesting research work in a number of settings and I picked up
bits of teaching wherever I could. This strategy worked well in building up a research and
publication portfolio, but it means that my accumulated teaching experience appears to be less
than the sum of its parts.
ADVERTISEMENT

So what to do now? In my hustling for work, I am still trying to pick up bits of teaching here and
there, but with ever less confidence in what it will do for my CV. This lack of confidence was one
of the reasons I decided to turn down an offer to teach a one-off lecture course at a university a
couple of hours from where I lived – the inconvenience and expense of the work didn’t seem to
be worth it.
One of the options I am considering is to take a Certificate in Higher Education that would lead to
my becoming a Fellow of the Higher Education Academy. This isn’t yet a requirement for most
jobs, but as academia becomes ever more managerial, the status of such pieces of paper can only
rise. However, getting recognised as a fellow isn’t a simple matter. Only certain institutions offer
the requisite courses, and many of them are open only to their own staff. In any case, as I
understand it, the idea behind these qualifications is that they are based on reflection on current
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teaching practice, and it is unclear to me whether my current spasmodic and fragmented
teaching work counts as sufficient. In any case, taking a course will require money, which is in
short supply, and time, which might be better spent applying for grants.
So there’s a chicken-and-egg problem here: I can’t teach because I don’t have the experience, and
I can’t get the experience because I don’t teach. This impossible situation may well be what finally
puts to rest any chance of getting on to a conventional career ladder.
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The insecure scholar: No more Mr Cellophane
As one contract ends, a fresh determination forms to become a departmental fixture
in the future
February 2, 2010

    

Well, I am now one of Maggie’s Millions, a One
In Ten, a... actually I can’t think of any other
cool euphemisms for unemployment. There’s
no hiding the fact that, as of this week, my
contract has finished and my income has
fallen precipitously. I still have a small amount
of teaching left and the occasional bit of paid
writing, but basically this is it – I’m back at
ground zero after nearly three years of gainful
employment.
My contract ended with a whimper rather than a bang. There was no exit interview, no farewell
party and no clearing of my desk (I never actually had a desk to clear). In fact, there was nothing
to indicate I’d “left” at all and I suppose there won’t be until my P45 comes.
A lot of the blame for this bathetic state of affairs lies with me. I never really invested much time
in becoming a fixture in my department. It was happy enough when I came to it in the first place
with my research idea and was happy enough when I won the grants that provided my salary. It
didn’t really demand anything from me and for much of the time that was fine with me.
My research didn’t require me to come to the university and given that it’s quite a distance from
my home and my health is poor, I didn’t take the trouble to come in that much. I went to a few
departmental meetings and collaborated closely with one member of the department, but most
people didn’t know who I was. The department and I were both happy with me doing my own
thing – it got the grant overhead and I got the kudos of being attached to a university.
It’s no surprise then that when I actually needed the department to put itself out for me – when I
asked to be put on a “zero-hours” contract when my deal finished to allow me to apply for further
grants – help wasn’t forthcoming. Yes, the head of department could have been more
accommodating, but I know that my acting like a semi-detached staff member didn’t win me any
friends (it didn’t win me any enemies, either).
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This wasn’t like me. One thing I am good at is networking and getting to know people. Somehow
though, the temporary security of a contract made me complacent. I thought that bringing in the
cash and not asking for much would be enough to make me a fixture in the department, and this
was dumb. People, people, people – that’s what life’s about.
ADVERTISEMENT

I’m not just in the self-flagellation business: I recognise that, despite my complacency, the
department didn’t do enough to draw me in. No one responded to my offers to teach or present
seminars. There was no sense that I was a resource worth investing in. The smart thing for the
department to have done, when faced with a slightly mysterious outsider who brought in money
but didn’t show his face, would have been to try to draw me in. That didn’t happen. It appears
that it’s the conventional academic species that are important, rather than temporary contract
researchers.
So I’m trying to be wiser now. I’ve just closed the deal with another university for an honorary
position, which will allow me to bid for grants and to have an institution to put on my CV and
conference name badges. I meet the main players in the department later this week and I’m
going to try to be enthusiastic and willing. This time, I want to give something to the department
and demonstrate that I am someone worth investing in. I will try to be around more. If and when I
get a grant and that grant ends, I want the department to want to find ways to keep me around.
I can’t help thinking that the mistakes I made with my former university stem from a fundamental
lack of preparedness for the insecurity of my career. I didn’t expect that I would be temporarily
employed at this time in my life. Now I know. If I am to be an insecure scholar for the rest of my
career, at least I will be an insecure scholar who contributes something meaningful to the
institutions that I pass through.
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The insecure scholar: A faint whiff of security
A positive start at a new university makes the possibility of finding the dream job more
believable
February 9, 2010

    

I am now institutionalised again. Following the
end of my research contract at one university,
I now have an honorary position at another
one. It’s a relief to know that I will not need to
suffer the awkwardness of being unaffiliated
and describing myself as an “independent (ie,
unemployed) scholar”. The position doesn’t
come with a salary of course, but it does make
it more likely that I will at some point be
gainfully employed again.
Last week I had lunch with senior figures in my new department and it was a very positive
experience. When I joined my previous university, nothing like this happened. As I explained in
last week’s column, they were happy to have me there but they didn’t show any particular
interest in me and in integrating me into departmental life. At my new home though, there seems
to be a real enthusiasm for me to contribute to the university beyond simply applying for grants.
So I’m pleased to say that I now have some teaching lined up. It’s not much – some postgraduate
seminars and a lecture – and one of the sessions will be unpaid, but it is something. Teaching will
allow me to get my feet under the table, demonstrate what I can do and be useful. The head of
department is also happy for me to take courses for free from the higher education teaching
course and this will enable me to become a fellow of the Higher Education Academy should I wish
to.
We also had a productive conversation about research grant applications. It looks like I will be
developing a proposal with a senior member of the department. I’ve also been introduced to
other department members with whom I could potentially hook up regarding ongoing research
bids.
I am thrilled at the interest in me and my work that senior members of the department have
demonstrated. Again, this is in marked contrast to my previous department where I mostly
worked with much more junior figures who were unable to give me the support I needed.
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I am conscious, though, that I shouldn’t belittle my old university, which did, after all, agree to
house me and my research for a considerable period. The point is that it wasn’t really cut out to
accommodate me; the department was large, highly successful in research assessment exercise
terms and stuffed with internationally known professors. The truth is that it didn’t really need me
and even when I brought in some money, it was a drop in the ocean compared with the large
grants the department routinely attracts.
ADVERTISEMENT

In contrast, my new home is in a relatively small university. The department has some notable
names but it has also been through a certain amount of restructuring and turmoil. It has plenty
of other honorary fellows and ambiguously employed staff members. They are used to working
and teaching unconventionally. In short, the department seems to be well set up to
accommodate an insecure scholar.
I’ll leave it to participants in the comment thread to debate whether all universities should be
structured this way. It is true though that for all the flexibility and openness of my new home,
many of the fundamental problems of insecure scholarship remain: I have no steady income and
all the supportiveness doesn’t remove the fact that I will be dependent on success in research
grant applications to earn a living.
All that said, my first week in my new post has given me the confidence to dare to articulate to
myself what it is that I really want. It’s strange but I don’t think that I’ve shared it yet in these
columns, so here goes: given my poor health, what I want is a flexible yet permanent position
with the full range of academic responsibilities that is not 100 per cent full time.
Over the past few months I’d given up on this dream. I’ve veered wildly between gritting my teeth
and applying for full-time jobs (hoping that I’d be able to negotiate something that would take
into account my disability), accepting that I will always be insecurely employed and trying to find
work outside the academy. Now I am wondering whether the dream of a secure job that takes
into account my health may be possible after all.
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Maybe, just maybe, if I can prove to be an asset to my new department, then somewhere down
the line I may be able to live a more secure life.
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The insecure scholar: One good deed deserves another
Mentors don’t expect their protégés to pay them back – they want them to pay it
forward. But that’s difficult with no one to teach
February 23, 2010

    

Although I haven’t joined in any of the threads,
I have read the comments on this column with
avid interest. I have been touched by the
expressions of sympathy that many have
shown towards me, and I always take the
more critical comments seriously.
One of the most interesting topics over the
last few weeks has concerned the
responsibility of senior academics towards
PhD students and junior academics. Some
comments have suggested that senior academics have a “responsibility” to warn those
undertaking postgraduate study of the difficulties in obtaining secure employment post-PhD. It’s
certainly true that more needs to be done to clarify the career possibilities (and impossibilities)
that postgraduate study creates, although given that the PhD is, in many ways, an exercise in
idealism and passion, it seems a shame to inject too much cynicism into that idealism at too early
a stage. I do think, however, that the insecurity of many academic careers places great
responsibilities on senior academics to act as mentors.
Even though my career remains insecure and challenging, I feel I have been lucky when it comes
to mentors and I want to take some time to praise some of them in this column (I wish I could
name them, but anonymity prevents this).
So let’s hear it for Professor L, a member of my previous department. He’s a well-respected figure
in his field and has enough of a profile to not have to worry about those of us further down the
food chain. Yet he has a real gift for empathy and support and he always makes time to
demonstrate it. Whenever I’ve seen him at a conference, or when I saw him in the corridor at my
old place of work, he never failed to stop for a chat, no matter how busy he was. He always
showed real concern as to how things were going for me, and has shared lunch with me and
heard me rant on a number of occasions. Despite never having directly worked with me, he is
always happy to write me a reference or to help out on a research grant application. He is, in
short, one of the good guys.
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Then there’s Professor J, a colleague from a university in a small European country. We first met
at a conference when I was a callow postgraduate student. He was happy to listen to my illinformed opinions, so characteristic of the arrogance of youth. In fact, he did more than listen. He
found me a grant and welcomed me to his university on a research visit that proved crucial for
my PhD research. He invited me into his home and gave me some of the most incisive advice I’ve
ever received. Years later, at a very difficult stage in my career, he gave me several weeks respite
as a postdoctoral fellow in his department.
I owe so much to so many: those who have invited me to give seminars and lectures in their
universities, those who have read and commented on my manuscripts, those who have helped
me find research grants and those who have listened when times were hard. There are some
wonderful people in academia, and perhaps it is the difficulties of the academic life that help to
nurture in some academics a genuine desire to be supportive.
ADVERTISEMENT

But here’s the rub: the academic support system, like any support system, depends to some
extent on reciprocity. Senior academics don’t necessarily expect anything back from those they
mentor, but there is an unspoken expectation that you should “pay it forward”. In return for
being mentored by a previous generation, you should help mentor the next generation. Given my
precarious employment situation, my ability to mentor others is severely limited. I try to be the
best teacher I can be when I get the chance, but I have no PhD students. I have no power to invite
guest lecturers and postdoctoral fellows into my department. I try to do favours for people when
asked, but given the depth of my own needs, my freedom to do so is limited.
It’s embarrassing to be in this position – to still be in need of mentors and support so long after
finishing my PhD. One day I hope to be able to pay forward everything I have received.

HAVE YOUR SAY

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-one-good-deed-deserves-another/410480.article

2/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: One good deed deserves another | Times Higher Education (THE)

Comment *

Please make sure that your comment does not contravene our terms and conditions (/terms-andconditions/).
Update your username to use in public-facing parts of the site, such as commenting on articles
here (/user).
Submit comment

SPONSORED

(/hub/microsoft/p/revolutionising(/hub/microsoft/p/how-

(/hub/p/finding-unique-

student-experience)

technology-helps-universities-

opportunities-partnerships-

transition-hybrid-learning)

across-sub-saharan-africa)

Revolutionising the
student experience
How technology helps
(/hub/microsoft/p/revolutionisinguniversities transition
student-experience)
to hybrid learning
(/hub/microsoft/p/howMicrosoft wants to further
technology-helpsengage with higher education
universitiesto maximise attainment
transition-hybridPromoted by Microsoft
learning)
SPONSORED

As higher education faces a
transformation in teaching
and learning, industry
partners can help empower
students and institutions
Promoted by Microsoft
SPONSORED

Finding unique
opportunities for
partnerships across
sub-Saharan Africa
(/hub/p/findingunique-opportunitiespartnerships-acrosssub-saharan-africa)
The right collaborations can
challenge pre-conceived ideas
and fast-track collaboration
with industry
Promoted by Huawei
SPONSORED

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-one-good-deed-deserves-another/410480.article

3/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: One good deed deserves another | Times Higher Education (THE)

FEATURED JOBS
Professor in Marketing
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258197/?
trackid=10)
UNIVERSITY OF BRADFORD

Associate Professor - Strategy, Management and Marketing
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258221/?
trackid=10)
BIRMINGHAM CITY UNIVERSITY

Strategy Programme Manager
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258105/?
trackid=10)
UNIVERSITY OF GREENWICH

Pre-sessional English and Academic Skills Programme Manager
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258179/?
trackid=10)
UNIVERSITY OF LINCOLN

Research Associate – PDRA Immunology
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258200/?
trackid=10)
KINGS COLLEGE LONDON

See all jobs (//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listings/)
Get personalised jobs (/the_user/1719508/profile-career)

(/hub/covenant-university/p/research-covenant)

Research at Covenant (/hub/covenant-university/p/research-covenant)
Research is central to the twin missions of Nigeria’s Covenant University to offer solutions to society’s big
problems and to be a leading, global educational institution.
Promoted by Covenant University
SPONSORED

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-one-good-deed-deserves-another/410480.article

4/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: One good deed deserves another | Times Higher Education (THE)

ADVERTISEMENT

FAQs (/faqs/general-faqs)
Contact us (/contact-us)
Write for THE (/write-times-higher-education)
Terms & conditions (/terms-and-conditions)
Privacy (/privacy-policy)
Cookie policy (/cookie-policy)
THE Connect (/our-partners)
Media Centre (/media-centre)

English (/news/the-insecure-scholar-one-good-deed-deserves-another/410480.article)
Simplified Chinese (简体中文) (/cn/news/the-insecure-scholar-one-good-deed-deserves-another/410480.article)

Subscribe
If you like what you're reading online, why not take advantage of our subscription and get unlimited access to
all of Times Higher Education's content?
You'll get full access to our website, print and digital editions.

Subscribe (/store)

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-one-good-deed-deserves-another/410480.article

5/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: One good deed deserves another | Times Higher Education (THE)

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-one-good-deed-deserves-another/410480.article

6/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: Breathing space at last | Times Higher Education (THE)

The insecure scholar: Breathing space at last
Landing work provides a little relief, but the long-term future is as unsettled as ever
March 9, 2010

    

Discussing my situation in the previous couple
of columns, I considered some of the broader
issues in the academy. The last column seems
to have stirred up some debate. I probably
came across as quite angry in my
denunciation of the 1960s and 1970s
generation of academics who allowed the
university system to be colonised by the forces
of managerialism. It’s true that these columns
provide a cathartic outlet for my frustrations,
but I have not just been spending my time
brooding on the inequities of academic life. In the past few weeks, my hustling has been more
intense than ever – and finally, things seem to be paying off.
A few weeks ago I heard about a small family trust that funds work in my area. I went to meet the
trustees, and they encouraged me to make a bid for a research grant. As a family trust, they don’t
have reams of bureaucracy: the application was quick and easy, and the response came in a few
days. I was successful, and I now have a modest amount of funding for a project that will take
nearly a year to complete. Although the stipend works out as about half the amount of my
previous grant, the money reduces the financial pressure on my family and me. The grant doesn’t
come with full economic costs, but it is being channelled through my university, which is good for
my reputation.
A few days after hearing from the trust, I was invited to bid for some consultancy work for a small
charity. The amount on offer did not cover the work that was involved, but I was able to bargain
for a fairer deal. Now, for three or four months, I will have another source of funding that will
take my total income to something almost respectable.
So I can breathe again for the time being.
Still, although my affairs have taken a positive turn, nothing has really changed. All the issues and
problems that I have discussed before – and in fairness, the positive things, too – remain the
same as they ever were. I am still an insecure scholar with no permanent position. I cannot
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immerse myself in the research and consultancy work that I have succeeded in getting because I
have to think about where the next grant is coming from. I am already worrying about how I will
find the time to work on the large research council funding application that I really need to do, to
say nothing about the inconvenient timing that will leave me juggling the consultancy and the
research. And on top of all of this, there is the constant churn of occasional teaching, paid and
unpaid writing and the myriad unrecompensed activities that academics need to do to maintain
their status.
This is my life for now, and it may remain so indefinitely. It is a life of constant stimulation and
excitement that comes from never knowing what possibilities may open up tomorrow. It is also a
life of financial worry, ill health, insecurity and ambiguity. I will keep fighting and will keep
focusing on The Work – the thing that makes everything (almost) worthwhile.
Perhaps there is a point in most careers when working life seems like an endless process of
repetition. I am reminded of a T-shirt I once saw: “Cheer up, Britney: try working in a fucking call
centre.” At least the repetitive woes of my career are balanced out by the chance to produce
something that is uniquely my own. That’s much better than working in a fucking call centre.
This is the penultimate “Insecure Scholar” column. Because nothing has really changed and to
continue would only be to repeat myself, it seems an appropriate time to stop. Next week’s final
column will be published in the print edition of Times Higher Education (out Thursday 18 March)
as well as online, and I will take the opportunity to reflect on what I have learned in writing it, as
well as what I believe is the wider relevance of my situation.
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The insecure scholar: Coming clean
When do you reveal personal reasons behind career choices?
November 10, 2009

    

Looking back over the comments made about
the first weeks of this column, I am really
pleased that my experiences have sparked
some interesting discussions. Not everyone
identifies with what I’ve written and there have
been a few accusations that I’m too negative
about my situation. Fair enough – sometimes I
am too negative. There have also been some
comments implying that I have made my
situation worse by, for example, not
concentrating on producing journal articles.
Again, fair enough – I certainly have made mistakes.
However, there’s another issue in my life that I haven’t mentioned before that may help explain
why I have ended up in the situation I am in: I have a long-term health condition, fibromyalgia,
which causes me periodic difficulties in my working life.
Fibromyalgia is a chronic, non-fatal condition whose primary symptoms are pain and fatigue.
Fortunately I have it mildly and during the time I’ve had it (11 years and counting) I’ve developed
various coping strategies and made use of treatments so that, for much of the time, I barely
notice it. I have good days and bad days and I can struggle through the latter, more or less. I do
have to rest a lot though, particularly on the bad days and, together with my considerable family
responsibilities, all this cuts into my working time.
I can work – and work hard – but as my condition fluctuates and is affected by how much I do
physically, it’s hard for me to fit into full-time employment. One of the best things about
universities is that it’s common for academics to work from home for some of the week. When I
work at home I can be as productive as anyone else. But the inevitable trips into the university do
at times exacerbate my condition. I can work full time, but anything with a long commute or that
obliges me to be at the office all day, every day, is not really an option. With many permanent
positions effectively closed to me, I focused my attention on developing a research-only career.
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In many respects I’ve been lucky. Since completing my PhD I’ve been able to juggle bits of work
that can fit around my condition with few problems. I had hoped that if I waited a few years and
didn’t take on too much work I would get better, but it didn’t happen. In eschewing conventional
lectureships I created problems for myself. Working from contract to contract is fine when you’re
single, but now I have a family it is not fine at all. Being flexible seemed great at the beginning as I
watched my contemporaries complain about their daily commute and long hours, but now they
are ascending the career ladder while I am still stuck where I am.
So now I want a more secure position and I’m rethinking just what my health will allow me to do.
I’m going to start applying for permanent jobs and see what will happen. If I get one, I will have to
negotiate an arrangement that will allow me to work at home a lot.
ADVERTISEMENT

Even if the specifics of my situation are unique, in a broader sense it has much wider relevance.
It’s not just that there are plenty of other academics with health problems, universities are filled
with staff who have personal issues that make working life difficult: caring for a disabled partner,
coping with mental illness, dealing with pregnancy and childcare, etc. Yet the path to academic
security seems to go in one direction only – the full-time lectureship. I’m certainly not the only
one whose personal circumstances have made it hard for them to progress in the “one-size-fitsall” UK university system.
I didn’t mention my health condition earlier in this series of columns because even in my working
life not everyone knows. The dilemma is this: if I don’t mention my health condition then no one
can make appropriate allowances, but if I do mention it there is a risk that other academics won’t
consider me for work and career development.
So now, I’m “out” (albeit anonymously so). Maybe coming clean in this column will spur me on to
changing my life offline.

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-coming-clean/409014.article

2/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: Coming clean | Times Higher Education (THE)

HAVE YOUR SAY
Comment *

Please make sure that your comment does not contravene our terms and conditions (/terms-andconditions/).
Update your username to use in public-facing parts of the site, such as commenting on articles
here (/user).
Submit comment

SPONSORED

(/hub/hsbc/p/creating-pipeline- (/hub/inspera/p/future-digital-

(/hub/pa-

academic-and-technical-

assessment-covid-19-short-

consulting/p/improving-

experts)

courses-and-beyond)

satisfaction-productivity-and-

Creating a pipeline of
academic and
technical experts
(/hub/hsbc/p/creatingpipeline-academicand-technical-experts)
The THE Award-winning
collaboration between
Recycling Lives and the
University of Central
Lancashire has forged a
business that is robust,

The future of digital
assessment: Covid-19,
short courses and
beyond
(/hub/inspera/p/futuredigital-assessmentcovid-19-shortcourses-and-beyond)
Increasing demand for
authentic assessment will
enable the next stage of
universities’ digital
transformations

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-coming-clean/409014.article

retention-new-student-recordsystem)

Improving
satisfaction,
productivity and
retention with a new
student record system
(/hub/paconsulting/p/improvingsatisfactionproductivity-andretention-newstudent-recordsystem)

3/6

24/06/2021

profitable and
environmentally friendly

The insecure scholar: Coming clean | Times Higher Education (THE)

Promoted by Inspera
SPONSORED

Promoted by HSBC
SPONSORED

eight steps that universities
should follow when procuring
and implementing a new IT
system
Promoted by PA Consulting
SPONSORED

FEATURED JOBS
Professor in Marketing
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258197/?
trackid=10)
UNIVERSITY OF BRADFORD

Associate Professor - Strategy, Management and Marketing
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258221/?
trackid=10)
BIRMINGHAM CITY UNIVERSITY

Strategy Programme Manager
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258105/?
trackid=10)
UNIVERSITY OF GREENWICH

Pre-sessional English and Academic Skills Programme Manager
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258179/?
trackid=10)
UNIVERSITY OF LINCOLN

Research Associate – PDRA Immunology
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258200/?
trackid=10)
KINGS COLLEGE LONDON

See all jobs (//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listings/)
Get personalised jobs (/the_user/1719508/profile-career)

(/hub/zhejiang-university/p/cultural-inheritance)

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-coming-clean/409014.article

4/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: Coming clean | Times Higher Education (THE)

Cultural Inheritance (/hub/zhejiang-university/p/cultural-inheritance)

Arts and Culture take centre stage
At Zhejiang University, the promotion and preservation of Chinese arts and culture is a central part of the
institution’s mission...
Promoted by Zhejiang University
SPONSORED

ADVERTISEMENT

FAQs (/faqs/general-faqs)
Contact us (/contact-us)
Write for THE (/write-times-higher-education)
Terms & conditions (/terms-and-conditions)
Privacy (/privacy-policy)
Cookie policy (/cookie-policy)
THE Connect (/our-partners)
Media Centre (/media-centre)

English (/news/the-insecure-scholar-coming-clean/409014.article)
Simplified Chinese (简体中文) (/cn/news/the-insecure-scholar-coming-clean/409014.article)

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-coming-clean/409014.article

5/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: Coming clean | Times Higher Education (THE)

Subscribe
If you like what you're reading online, why not take advantage of our subscription and get unlimited access to
all of Times Higher Education's content?
You'll get full access to our website, print and digital editions.

Subscribe (/store)

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-coming-clean/409014.article

6/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: Do the hustle | Times Higher Education (THE)

The insecure scholar: Do the hustle
Efforts to climb several rungs of the career ladder at once
November 24, 2009

    

The “ivory tower” myth was part of what
attracted me to the academy in the first place.
The image of the don sucking on his pipe in a
book-lined study within a medieval cloister as
he contemplates his next great work; the
refined conversation with other great minds
over port in leather-upholstered chairs in front
of a roaring fire; the brilliant young protégés
(and protégées) eager to learn at the feet of
the master: all this was deeply attractive to
me.
My time as an undergraduate at the University of Oxford
(https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/university-oxford) allowed me
to see what I wanted to see in the don’s life. The myth pulled me into the academy, although I
knew from the experiences of a close relative who lectured at a 1960s-built university that the
reality was very different.
Now, pace last week’s column, I should probably state that I’ve experienced some pretty ivory
towerish moments over the years: I work in a room crammed fit to bursting with books; I have
time to think and write; I enjoy donnish conversations at conferences; the odd eager student
does contact me for advice. Nor am I going to count the ways my life isn’t ivory towerish – almost
any academic in these managerialist times, insecurely employed or otherwise, could do that as
well as I could. What I do want to remark on is how far my insecure scholarly career depends on a
practice that seems to be the very antithesis of tweedy, pipe-smoking donnishness: what I call
“doing the hustle”.
Doing the hustle means more than just selling myself. The conventional way into an academic
position – seeing a job advertised and applying for it – requires the candidate to present
themselves in the best possible light to recruiters. But my hustling goes beyond applying for jobs.
As I’ve explained in previous columns, my peculiar career history and needs make it difficult to
find a job that would be suitable for me. In any case, I’m not prepared to sit around passively until
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the right post comes along: I’m a mid-career scholar with a family and I can’t afford to wait years
(decades?). So doing the hustle means trying to make something happen for me out of nowhere,
convincing the right people that I am worth a punt, building some interest in the only product I
have on offer – me.
What doing the hustle means in practice is meeting academics with similar interests to my own
and attempting to interest them in ideas for joint research projects. It also means trying to find a
department willing to give me some kind of honorary or “zero-hours” position that would allow
me to apply for grants.
This week has seen me go into hustling overdrive. I’ve fired off nearly a dozen emails to
academics I know, some slightly and some quite well. I’ve sent them one-page outlines of
research ideas, together with suggestions about who to approach for funding. I’ve met up for
lunch with a couple of senior academics who might be in a position to offer me the post I need.
I’ve presented myself as enthusiastic, creative and buzzing with ideas.
ADVERTISEMENT

The word “hustle”, of course, implies that I’m trying to pull a fast one, which I’m not. I’m
completely honest about my motivation and skills. At the same time, in selling myself I am also
striving to tell people what it is they “really” need and trying to circumvent the conventional
process of academic recruitment.
Hustling is about as far from the ivory tower myth as you can imagine. But in an environment that
has fallen prey to the logic of the market, it’s inevitable that the market will also give rise to a kind
of shadow economy in which – ahem – “entrepreneurs” try to play the system.
Doing the hustle is not what I imagined when I wandered and fantasised among the dreaming
spires of Oxford. It can be frustrating and even humiliating, particularly when those I approach
give me “thanks, but no thanks” responses. It can also be exciting: there’s always the possibility of
pulling off the “big score” and climbing several rungs of the academic ladder at once. It’s this
possibility that is keeping me going as I watch my contract rapidly run out.
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The insecure scholar: The Dawkins dilemma
The thought of becoming a public intellectual has many attractions but plenty of
downsides, too
January 5, 2010

    

The kids are back at school, the holidays are
over and I’m back at my computer trying to
make something happen for me in 2010. I
wrote in last week’s column how, while I was
enjoying the downtime, part of it was spent in
a state of anxiety about being unable to work
on my future. Now that I’m finally in a position
to get back in the game, motivating myself for
another round of job and grant applications is
proving difficult. Even if every application
raises excitement and hope, the actual
process of filling in forms is pure drudgery.
So while thinking up creative answers to inane questions, I find myself drifting off into a dream
world that is preferable to the current excess of reality. Having time to think over the holidays, I
found myself honing a fantasy that has been forming for years now: making my living as a public
intellectual.
In my fantasy, I may or may not have some academic title, but most of my working life is spent
writing books and articles for a broad, intelligent but not specifically academic readership. In my
fantasy, I am not exactly famous, but I am well known and respected enough to receive
commissions and invitations to write and speak, rather than having to seek them out. In my
fantasy, I am not rich, but I earn a living equivalent to that of an academic without the grinding
bureaucratic pressures of the contemporary university.
I freely admit this is a self-indulgent fantasy. The number of public intellectuals who earn a
decent living as such is small, and those who do have usually achieved their status through years
of Stakhanovite labour at the academic coalface. Richard Dawkins (whose life I envy even if I do
not admire his work) did not suddenly leap from postgraduate to exalted public figure without
much effort in between. It’s pretty naive to think I could jump from my current position of
insecurity to the Reith Lectures without a lot of blood, sweat and grant applications.
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Still, it isn’t completely unrealistic to think that a higher public profile might be within my grasp
and that I could earn decent sums from writing for a non-academic readership. I occasionally get
quoted as an “expert” in the media. I already earn pocket money writing for Times Higher
Education anonymously and a few other publications and websites in my own name. With a few
months’ effort, I could perhaps obtain commissions for some significant freelance writing
projects. I could probably work up a proposal for a serious but non-academic non-fiction book
that agents would be interested in, which might attract some kind of advance from a publisher.
It would be difficult to go down this road and still keep my academic career alive with
conferences, journal articles, plus job and grant applications. To embark on what might be a new
career but might easily come to nothing would represent quite a risk. I might not be able to
return to academia if it didn’t work out.
ADVERTISEMENT

In any case, I am aware that the limited public profile I have already and the writing gigs I have
obtained all depend on the fact that I am an academic researcher. My doctorate, institutional
affiliations and academic publications give me credibility – without them, I am just some bloke
trying to make a living amid stiff competition.
At the moment I’m hedging my bets, trying to build up my public profile and writing, while at the
same time working to build a future within the academy. But when the drudgery of job and grant
applications becomes oppressive, it’s easy to be tempted to put my energies into the possibilities
that my more glamorous fantasy career appears to afford. Should my efforts to get another
academic post fail in the short to medium term, I may have little alternative but to try the public
intellectual route. If that happens, we’ll see how long my fantasy career retains its charms.
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The insecure scholar: A world of possibilities
Being given the opportunity to apply for jobs can make all the difference to one’s state
of mind
January 19, 2010

    

Just after filing the last blog entry, things
started to move. Although no job offer has
fallen from the sky, a number of possibilities
have turned up – some of them quite
unexpectedly – and brightened my mood
considerably.
First of all, the department within which I am
based (until the end of January anyway)
suddenly advertised a lectureship to cover one
staff member’s sick leave and another’s
maternity. The post starts pretty imminently and there was only a week to apply, so I dashed off
an application (I say “dashed off”, but as ever the form was excruciatingly long and pointlessly
detailed) and I should hear whether I have an interview very soon.
There are, though, reasons to doubt whether this is a post with my name on it. No one in the
department actually approached me and asked me to apply and I found out by chance on the
departmental website, which suggests that I am not the person they have in mind. Even if I get it,
the contract is only for a year and it comprises a very intensive teaching load with no time to
prepare – I will be writing at least two lectures from scratch per week. Still, it’s a hopeful
development despite everything.
Then a couple of days ago I got an email from someone I know through conferences in my
subject area. He’s leaving at short notice to take up a position elsewhere and he needs someone
to take over the teaching on one of his courses. This is, of course, very part-time and temporary
and if I take it I will be required to make a long trip once a week, getting up at the crack of dawn
and spending a large proportion of the fee on travel. I have a difficult decision to make as to
whether it’s worth my while taking on the work, but just having been asked is enough to put me
in a positive frame of mind.
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And if those posts don’t pan out (and there are very good reasons to think they may not), I heard
from the head of department in a nearby university that they would be interested in giving me an
honorary position. This is in some ways the best news of all as it gives me a definite institutional
“home” when my contract runs out and a place from which to apply for grants. The offer is the
result of a lot of delicate lobbying and it’s both a relief and a pleasure to have some of my
“hustling” pay off.
A couple of other tempting possibilities have also turned up. The editor of a long-established
journal in my field is stepping down and they will probably be looking for someone to fill the post.
The journal is run by a trust, whose trustees I know, so I’d be a strong candidate and maybe, since
it’s run by a trust, there will be a small honorarium attached to the position (aside from the
prestige inherent in the job itself). Then I received an email inviting me to a symposium in
Germany for which all expenses will be paid. OK, it’s not a job as such, but it always warms the
cockles of my heart to be invited to travel somewhere for free. This is, after all, part of what I
dreamt of when I decided to become an academic.
ADVERTISEMENT

All these possibilities help to calm the anxiety that grips me so much of the time. I have tried as
hard as possible over the past few months to take charge of my destiny, but the fact of the
matter is that a lot of the time I am waiting to hear from people and institutions about ideas,
proposals and applications I’ve pitched. Often I receive nothing but silence. For a job I applied for
just before Christmas, the interview date has been and gone and I never heard so much as a “no”.
So weeks like this when new opportunities present themselves are like manna from heaven.
I know that my likeliest fate for the next few weeks and months is a slow struggle to find work.
But that struggle is bearable if there is a steady stream of reminders that circumstances can
change suddenly, that I am not alone and that people do sometimes remember I exist. Who
knows what tomorrow may bring?

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-a-world-of-possibilities/410064.article

2/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: A world of possibilities | Times Higher Education (THE)

HAVE YOUR SAY
Comment *

Please make sure that your comment does not contravene our terms and conditions (/terms-andconditions/).
Update your username to use in public-facing parts of the site, such as commenting on articles
here (/user).
Submit comment

SPONSORED

(/hub/salesforceorg/p/business- (/hub/coursera/p/taking-

(/hub/university-cape-

schools-are-rewriting-student-

student-learning-online-

town/p/big-trees-comes-great-

experience-rulebook)

response-covid-19)

responsibility)

Business schools are
Taking student
rewriting the student
learning online in
experience rulebook
response to Covid-19
(/hub/salesforceorg/p/business(/hub/coursera/p/takingschools-are-rewritingstudent-learningstudent-experienceonline-responserulebook)
covid-19)
Business schools are
rewriting the student
experience rulebook
Promoted by Salesforce.org
SPONSORED

To help universities respond
to the crisis, Coursera has
launched a global initiative
providing free access to its
catalogue
Promoted by Coursera

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-a-world-of-possibilities/410064.article

With big trees comes
great responsibility
(/hub/university-capetown/p/big-treescomes-greatresponsibility)
UCT postgraduate researcher,
Witness Kozanayi,
investigated how
commercialisation of baobab
products has affected the
trees – as well as the
communities around them.

3/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: A world of possibilities | Times Higher Education (THE)

SPONSORED

Promoted by University of Cape
Town
SPONSORED

FEATURED JOBS
Professor in Marketing
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258197/?
trackid=10)
UNIVERSITY OF BRADFORD

Associate Professor - Strategy, Management and Marketing
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258221/?
trackid=10)
BIRMINGHAM CITY UNIVERSITY

Strategy Programme Manager
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258105/?
trackid=10)
UNIVERSITY OF GREENWICH

Pre-sessional English and Academic Skills Programme Manager
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258179/?
trackid=10)
UNIVERSITY OF LINCOLN

Research Associate – PDRA Immunology
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258200/?
trackid=10)
KINGS COLLEGE LONDON

See all jobs (//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listings/)
Get personalised jobs (/the_user/1719508/profile-career)

(/hub/jisc/p/safeguarding-cybersecurity-during-lockdown)

Safeguarding cybersecurity during lockdown (/hub/jisc/p/safeguardingcybersecurity-during-lockdown)

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-a-world-of-possibilities/410064.article

4/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: A world of possibilities | Times Higher Education (THE)

Increasing awareness, training and robust technical controls can protect universities from attacks as staff
work remotely
Promoted by Jisc
SPONSORED

ADVERTISEMENT

FAQs (/faqs/general-faqs)
Contact us (/contact-us)
Write for THE (/write-times-higher-education)
Terms & conditions (/terms-and-conditions)
Privacy (/privacy-policy)
Cookie policy (/cookie-policy)
THE Connect (/our-partners)
Media Centre (/media-centre)

English (/news/the-insecure-scholar-a-world-of-possibilities/410064.article)
Simplified Chinese (简体中文) (/cn/news/the-insecure-scholar-a-world-of-possibilities/410064.article)

Subscribe
If you like what you're reading online, why not take advantage of our subscription and get unlimited access to
all of Times Higher Education's content?

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-a-world-of-possibilities/410064.article

5/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: A world of possibilities | Times Higher Education (THE)

You'll get full access to our website, print and digital editions.

Subscribe (/store)

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-a-world-of-possibilities/410064.article

6/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: A personal credit crunch | Times Higher Education (THE)

The insecure scholar: A personal credit crunch
Financial woes make a short-term solution tempting. How desperate must I be to
jettison my principles?
February 16, 2010

    

Lest there be any misunderstanding, allow me
to make clear that I didn’t get into this
business for the money – what academic
does? When I first considered an academic
career, I imagined earning a modest but
liveable salary. I calculated that the unique
combination of freedom and security that the
academic life offers would more than make up
for the low financial rewards: the freedom to
follow my interests and not be tied to an office
nine to five every day, the security of a public
sector career path in a world in which educators would always be needed.
I’ve certainly achieved the freedom I craved, but – as I’ve discussed in previous columns – it’s been
tough coming to terms with the insecurity of my career. In the past few days, however, it has
been financial worries that have loomed largest. With no monthly salary now that my contract
has finished and only a small, irregular income for the foreseeable future, I have become
painfully aware of just how much money I spend.
I have a wife and two kids, and the latter seem to demand a terrifying amount of expenditure.
The children have become used to a certain lifestyle, and they are too young to fully understand
the need for economies. It was my eldest’s birthday last week, and he got the kind of birthday
party that his friends have and that he himself has had in previous years: entertainer, goinghome presents and everything. How’s this being paid for? The credit card is taking the strain. It’s
not going to be possible to pay it off fully this month, and unless something happens soon the
debt will grow every month.
I should point out that we are in a much better position than many families who have lost a major
part of their income. My wife works in the voluntary sector and earns a respectable salary. An
inheritance a few years back has covered most of our housing costs. This is all to the good, but I
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am part of the feckless generation that always expands its outgoings to match income and finds
it difficult to save for the bad times during the good times. We are shamefully unprepared for the
indeterminate length of time that my near-unemployment will last.
So, I am becoming drawn to the strategy that Winston Churchill used when he got into financial
difficulty – don’t economise, simply expand your income. I’m working hard to bring in grants, but
I’ve also been casting around for a short-term solution to my money worries. A solution is staring
me in the face, and (to switch metaphors) the volume of its siren song is increasing.
I first heard the call of the siren a few weeks ago when in the course of some idle web surfing I
stumbled upon a site that offered research services, dissertation editing and help with university
assignments and was looking for well-qualified writers. A closer look showed that the company
was an “essay mill”, providing bespoke solutions to cheating students. This is, of course,
something that goes against all my principles. That said, this particular company also provided
more legitimate services such as proofreading essays, and this sliver of respectability meant that I
didn’t dismiss it the way I usually do these things.
ADVERTISEMENT

The company is always looking for new freelancers, and it pays pretty well for work that wouldn’t
be too difficult or time consuming. I haven’t taken the plunge and joined the dark side yet, but it
is both tempting and infuriating that an easy solution to at least some of my financial woes is
staring me in the face. I’m wondering how desperate I have to be to jettison my principles –
what’s my price? I would imagine that most people who write for essay mills are similar to me,
and there’s a vicious poetic justice to those whom academia rejects undermining academia itself.
At the moment I am trying to earn extra cash through freelance writing, and I am also looking for
sessional teaching. There is, however, no getting around the fact that I need either a substantial
grant or a proper job to really be able to survive. I’m too young to give up and too old to retrain

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-a-personal-credit-crunch/410402.article

2/6

24/06/2021

The insecure scholar: A personal credit crunch | Times Higher Education (THE)

and do something else. As I discussed last week, there are some hopeful signs on the horizon,
but money worries present a new level of insecurity that I can’t put up with indefinitely without
contemplating radical steps to change my situation.
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The insecure scholar: The Judas generation
The revolutionaries who shook the academy’s foundations allowed the managerialists
to take over
March 2, 2010

    

In last week’s column, I praised the senior
academics who mentored me. This week,
however, I want to argue that despite the
kindness of many senior scholars, their
generation collectively betrayed my
generation.
Those academics who entered the university
system as students in the 1960s and 1970s are
now either retired or approaching retirement.
They benefited from the massive expansion of
higher education in that era. They received liveable undergraduate grants, and funding for PhD
study was easier to obtain then than it is now. Academic jobs were also more flexible. Even when
I was an undergraduate in the early 1990s, there were plenty of academics from that generation
without PhDs, or who obtained them during the course of their lectureships.
In the humanities and social sciences, that generation instituted a revolution in scholarship. They
pioneered feminist and post-colonial theory and brought an awareness of power and the
problems of canonicity into the academy. They helped to make the study of humanity more
critical, less smugly reliant on received wisdom and common sense.
The problem is that the revolutionary generation that benefited from the expansion of higher
education and shook up the academy failed to resist developments that challenged everything
their revolution was about. I’m not talking about the savage Thatcherite cuts to university
spending in the 1980s – they were more than reversed in the 1990s and 2000s. I’m not even
talking about the introduction of fees and student loans in the 1990s, which were an inevitable, if
highly debatable, corollary of efforts to widen access. No, what I am talking about is the creeping
progress of managerialism into the academy.
It is the research assessment exercise (and its replacement, the research excellence framework),
quality assurance and the development of a culture of targets, “learning outcomes” and league
tables that have had the most baleful effects on higher education. Over the past 20 or so years,
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diversity has been squeezed out in favour of a bureaucratic one-size-fits-all system that channels
academics down a diminishing set of narrow paths. They are pressured to publish only in
academic journals rather than seek a wider audience. Voluminous grant application forms fill
their days. Lecturing becomes a tick-box process in which individual charisma and inspiration are
discouraged. Diverse paths into university employment have been whittled down to a career path
in which only a PhD will do. Diverse ways of being an academic have been eschewed in favour of
narrow and measurable versions of academic practice.
My own “career” has suffered in this managerialist environment. My mild disability and the
concomitant difficulties with full-time work mean that the dominant model of career progression
doesn’t work for me. My excellent track record in teaching in community settings and writing for
a wide variety of publications is virtually meaningless. It is irrelevant that I am an internationally
respected scholar with a CV brimming with interesting publications and innovative research
projects. All that matters is that I don’t have enough journal articles and conventional lecturing
experience. I didn’t join the academic train immediately post-PhD and now I can’t seem to rejoin it
mid-career. I admit that it was partially bad luck and ill health that put me in this situation, but the
homogeneity of available career models in the managerialist academy has made my life
incredibly difficult.
ADVERTISEMENT

And it was the 1960s/1970s generation that let this happen. They rolled over when the RAE was
proposed and let the managerialists take over. While many (most?) of them didn’t like it, they
never fought it as they could or should have done. Perhaps they were demoralised by the failed
struggle against Thatcher’s cutbacks, not realising that managerialism is eminently more
resistible. Governments often ignore strikes against cuts as they, after all, hold the purse strings.
Yet if the academy had shut down in protest against the RAE, would employers and the
Government have had the will to hold out? If academics had refused to join RAE panels, who
would have made up the numbers? If senior scholars refuse to publish journal articles, who could
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force them to do so? Although managerialism seems unstoppable, it only works if people cooperate with it. I understand that junior scholars may not feel able to say no, but those further up
the tree have less excuse.
One of the most pathetic things I’ve seen in the academy was one of the world’s leading
Foucauldians, whose life’s work dealt with power and governmentality, advising me how to play
the system when filling out a grant application. If he couldn’t use his scholarship to challenge
what was happening in his own backyard, what good was it?
So j’accuse: the generation that helped to open up the academy has helped to close it down for
my generation.
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circus-directing)

Aiming for a world
where everyone can
Under the big top of
live in their chosen
circus directing
way
(/hub/russian(https://www.fujitainstitute-theatre-artshu.ac.jp/en/research/story/rehabilitation.html)
gitis/p/under-big-topcircus-directing)
Fujita Health University is
conducting research into
rehabilitation robots that
make the community more
comfortable for advancedage people to live in

GITIS’ circus directing
department crosses
disciplinary boundaries and
international borders

Promoted by Fujita Health
University
SPONSORED

Institute of Theatre arts
SPONSORED

Promoted by GITIS Russian

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-insecure-scholar-the-judas-generation/410583.article

urbanism-map)

How we put African
urbanism on the map
(/hub/university-capetown/p/how-we-putafrican-urbanismmap)
The African Centre for Cities
at the University of Cape
Town has gained a global
reputation as a leading
knowledge centre on global
urbanism.
Promoted by University of Cape
Town
SPONSORED
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Professor in Marketing
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258197/?
trackid=10)
UNIVERSITY OF BRADFORD

Associate Professor - Strategy, Management and Marketing
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258221/?
trackid=10)
BIRMINGHAM CITY UNIVERSITY

Strategy Programme Manager
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258105/?
trackid=10)
UNIVERSITY OF GREENWICH

Pre-sessional English and Academic Skills Programme Manager
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258179/?
trackid=10)
UNIVERSITY OF LINCOLN

Research Associate – PDRA Immunology
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/258200/?
trackid=10)
KINGS COLLEGE LONDON

See all jobs (//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listings/)
Get personalised jobs (/the_user/1719508/profile-career)

(/hub/capita-agilit-e/p/data-driven-insights-student-success)

Data-driven insights for student success (/hub/capita-agilit-e/p/data-driveninsights-student-success)
Changing attitudes towards learning analytics in higher education can enhance attainment, retention and
well-being
Promoted by Capita AGILIT-e
SPONSORED
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