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Tickets to Nowhere 

 

This semester, Spring 2017, I am teaching Colin Whitehead’s novel, Underground Railroad, winner of the 

2016 National Book Award, in both my Hunter College courses: “Introduction to Literary Studies” and 

“The Female Bildungsroman,” a course that I developed.  In Underground Railroad, Whitehead imagines 

the underground railroad as a real train, constructed by African-Americans and white abolitionists to 

convey enslaved people to freedom.  Whitehead contrasts that journey to freedom with the American 

journey westward, a fulfillment of the credo, “Manifest Destiny,” spurred by the desire, not for justice, 

but rather for wealth, that led to the displacement of untold numbers of Native Americans. 

 

Last week, class discussion turned from the novel, to today’s diminishing social mobility:  statistics show 

that relatively few working-class Americans move up the socio-economic ladder by obtaining quality 

educations and good jobs.  I compared CUNY to the underground railroad:  an institution, built by 

progressives and visionaries, that has carried many thousands of students, including first generation 

immigrants to secure, successful lives.  A Brooklyn College graduate, the daughter of parents who left 

high school before graduating to help support their families, I was one of the beneficiaries of that 

dream.   Building on my CUNY B.A. to earn both a Ph.D. in English and J.D. from Columbia University, I 

became one of the many thousands who “took the CUNY train” to greater security.   
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In 2005, I returned to CUNY, accepting a position as an adjunct assistant professor of English at Hunter.  I 

found that, sadly, today’s CUNY is far different from the university from which I graduated in 1972.  

Today, CUNY teachers are woefully underpaid.  Moreover, the one-time beacon of progressive values 

has become a cynical exploiter and poor citizen, relying an on underpaid, adjunct workforce that, given 

the financial burdens imposed by poverty wages, cannot possibly deliver today’s students the 

educations that they deserve.  

 

My first teaching job, in 1975, was as an adjunct lecturer at Lehman College.  I was paid $1,500 per 

course.  In today’s dollars, that’s about $7,500.  Today, with more than 60% of the CUNY teach staff 

working part-time, a beginning adjunct is paid only a little more than half of what I earned in 1975:  a 

60% salary reduction in real dollars.  Even with our recent raise, I earn only about $4,000 per course – 

and I’m at the top of the adjunct assistant professor pay scale.  In other words, after earning my Ph.D. 

and J.D., and teaching for many years, including while practicing law, my salary is about half, in real 

dollars, of what it was in 1975.   

 

This is not acceptable. 

 

At the time that I returned to teaching in 2005, I also worked full-time as an attorney. Two years ago, I 

left my firm to begin a solo practice.  Since then, I have experienced some of the hardships that adjuncts 

face, and come to recognize how such hardships impact CUNY students.  When you must teach in 

several schools to earn even a poverty-level income, you cannot provide students with the attention 

that they deserve.  For one thing, you spend a good part of your time, traveling from school to school – 

and the subway or Metro North is no underground railroad.  When most of your day is consumed by 
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travel, additional preparation and additional research, and those extra few minutes spent with an 

inquiring student, inevitably fall by the wayside. 

 

Travel time, however, is only one of the hardships that adjuncts experience. The constant distress of not 

knowing how you will pay your monthly bills, or even whether you will have a job in the next semester, 

is emotionally and physically depleting.   Last fall, I taught at both Hunter, and Westchester Community 

College, for a wage that was less than ¼ of the amount I’d have earned during the same period at my 

former law firm.   By week’s end, between commuting, working – and worrying -- I was enervated.  No 

time for those extra efforts that provide students with extra stimulation and benefits; time only to grade 

papers and collapse.  

 

You all know full well that this is not right.  You also well that CUNY has continually exploited the Taylor 

Law, refusing to pay a fair wage to teachers who, they know, cannot strike.  There is no excuse – 

financial, moral, or ethical– for leaving 60% of the CUNY’s dedicated faculty to subsist on poverty wages.  

“Because we can’t afford it” is a mere rationalization; there is NYS and NYC funding, as well as tax 

breaks, available for projects that benefit large developers and other wealthy business interests.  Aren’t 

our teachers and students equally deserving?   

  

“Because we can get away with it” – the real answer -- is an even less justifiable response.  It’s an 

abandonment of the values that created CUNY.    

 

You, the trustees, can either support the underground railroad, or become part of the cynical, self-

interested “because we can,” chain of rationalizations that ends, I think most of us will agree, in social 

train wrecks.  You can continue the tradition that, for generations, lifted students out of poverty, or 
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betray that tradition by continuing to impoverish the majority of CUNY teachers – with inevitable 

consequences for CUNY students.   The union and its supporters negotiate for us; but good faith is a 

two-way track.  Sorry to say, CUNY does not do its part. 

 

In the 12 years that I have taught at Hunter, rather than acting in good faith, CUNY has demonstrated, as 

far as I can see, a determined effort to avoid paying adjuncts a fair wage.  I teach my students that, 

historically and in today’s difficult world, people can make choices; nobody can tell you who you will 

become.  Colin Whitehead depicts such choices in vivid metaphors: the underground railroad, or the 

economic and racial conquest of the West.   For me, CUNY was the underground railroad.  For many of 

today’s students, it remains the sole road out of poverty.  Yet for today’s adjuncts, and to the detriment 

of our students, it is a path to economic devastation.    

 

Doing the right thing requires more than a spreadsheet or invocation of the rules.  Doing the right thing 

requires courage and conviction.  Nobody tells you who to be. 

 

So, trustees, who are you? 


