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‘The Dreaded and Dreadful Robert Lake’: Navigating Elitism and the ‘Race to Nowhere’ in AcademiaThank yous... Dan Burdsey, Algerian Hart, Theresa Walton Fisette, Cheryl Cooky, Jeff Montez de Oca My talk is about something that really pisses me off. It’s personal to me, and I think it should be personal to all of us.



Some harrowing statistics…

+ Faculty in the UK, US and Australia reported high levels of stress, 
anxiety and other mental health issues (Kinman, 2001)

+ Academic staff struggled with mental illness 3-4 x gen. population 
(Winefield, et al., 2003)

+ 24% of professors at Canadian universities experienced psychological 
strain (Catano et al., 2010)

+ 37% of professors/grad students in the UK experienced a mental 
health disorder (stress, anxiety, depression etc.) (Guthrie et al., 2017)

+ 43% of professors in the UK noted poor mental health stemming 
from depression, anxiety or burnout (Gorczynski et al. 2017)

+ 64% of academics in Canada indicated they had suffered a mental 
health issue during their career (Mantler, et al., 2021)

+ 7.3% of US graduate students at Emory University had suicidal 
thoughts (2.3% had suicide ‘plans’) (Garcia-Williams, et al. 2014)
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In the fall of 2021, a survey was conducted by scholars representing the Ontario Confederation of University Faculty Associations, with results published in the journal Academic Matters. Some of us in this room may have read the article, which was about the state of mental health among higher education faculty. The authors argued that while the pandemic exacerbated mental health issues among faculty, problems had been brewing for some time. Over 20 years ago, Gail Kinman’s findings, published in The International Journal of Experimental Educational Psychology, revealed that faculty members in the UK, US and Australia consistently reported high levels of stress, anxiety, and other mental health issues. These results have been corroborated by more recent studies, such as one from Australia in 2003, which found that academic staff struggled with mental illness at 3-4 times the general population rate. In 2010, results from a survey spanning several Canadian institutions reported that 24% (roughly 1 in 4 professors) had a substantial level of psychological distress. A European survey published in 2017 by RAND stated that number as high as 37%; that is, a little over 1 in 3 lecturers or professors indicated a mental disorder. A British study, also from 2017, put that number at 43%; more than 2 out of every 5 academics experienced symptoms of depression, anxiety or burnout. One of the most recent surveys, from 2021, reported that 64% (almost 2/3rds of academics) are experiencing mental health issues. These statistics are not just bad ... they are terrible, and by the sounds of it they seem to indicate a rapidly worsening problem. On a somewhat connected issue, a great deal of research has also pointed to rising levels of suicide among university students, including graduate students, with one study from 2014 finding that 7.3% of grad students – almost one in every 13 – had suicidal thoughts. Though I could find no studies investigating suicide rates among academic faculty, from what we can gather from these related studies on mental health, we can speculate with some degree of confidence what we might discover if we dug a little deeper. The pandemic has highlighted what we already knew was happening – that life for academic faculty over the past two decades has been getting harder, has become more stressful, and is increasingly likely to negatively impact our physical and mental health, and maybe even lead us to an early death. Now how’s that for a fun, upbeat introduction? You psyched for more?! Of course you are. This is compelling stuff!! Please contrast all of this with several surveys done in the 1980s and 90s that consistently ranked a university teacher or professor as one of the best jobs to have. Sure, back then there was some sensationalized glamour attached to the profession, but it also afforded, and still affords, some wonderful perks and opportunities: competitive salaries, good benefits, flexible schedules, summers off, conference travel funding and you should see my hotel suite! Some of us are lucky enough to receive annual bonuses, as well as royalties and stipends from book contracts, speakers’ fees and editorial work. Our jobs are often highly varied, intellectually stimulating, and offer lots of opportunities for creative outputs. We get to work daily with young, smart, and energetic people in vibrant atmospheres. We are respected as experts in our communities, even if we’re not experts. There are many apparent features that distinguish our jobs above many others, and yet ... and yet, we are faced simultaneously with these harrowing statistics. I was curious to know why this was, and I stumbled upon a plausible answer ... from a very unlikely source: a fable printed in the book The 4-Hour Workweek, by Timothy Ferriss. I’ll read it to you. The book is one of several non-academic texts I’ll highlight in my talk as having made an impact on my thinking in these regards. Show book: 4 Hour Workweek This fable touches on several themes that encapsulate incongruities in working life for many people: the competitiveness within our industry that pushes us to always want more and more, and never acknowledging when we have “enough”; failing to “stop and smell the roses”; the epidemic of work-aholism; and, a lack of imagination in an alternative work-life balance. Many of us in this room will be able to relate to this fable in our own careers, which describes what I would call a ‘race to nowhere’ in academia. Some might prefer to call it a ‘rat race’ ... but at least rats are going somewhere. Many of us just move in circles, constantly searching for some form of external validation that remains elusive. For those who appreciate this, the fable will speak to you, like it spoke to me. In fact, it screamed at me, the words: ‘SLOW DOWN! STOP comparing yourself to others, in terms of salary and perks, status and prestige! STOP trying to live up to others’ expectations! Focus on the things that really matter in this job – the reasons I became an educator! And that is the key to a future of contentment, fulfilment, satisfaction, a sense of achievement and success, and positive mental health. That is the cure, if not a preventative measure, for all of this’ (point to the stats).
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This fable will resonate the most among those of us in this room fortunate to have permanence and job security. But for some of us, the perks I just mentioned are either exaggerated or out of reach, and the reality of our jobs is far less glamorous than we initially envisaged. As a result of the ever-present free-market orthodoxy that has tightened its grip on our profession, and basic supply and demand economics, universities and colleges now operate within a highly competitive environment, and have come under increasing amounts of pressure to attract students, funding, donations and other resources. Consequently, they have come to demand more from their faculties, in turn forcing us to be more competitive with each other. For those of us working at teaching-focused institutions, we could be in the classroom 20 hours or more per week, with several hours added on for student meetings, class prep, grading student work, and office hours. We are pushed to take on more students, put bums in seats, create more courses, and develop new degree programs, often working off the side of our desks and with little support. For some of us who work at research-intensive universities, while teaching loads might be lighter, there are significant pressures to publish in high-end journals, apply for research funding, teach graduate classes and supervise graduate students. Add on for all of us administrative duties like running or attending meetings, creating spreadsheets, dealing with emails and an endless stream of administration, and performing any voluntary academic work that we get asked to do or feel obliged to do, for example: reviewing articles (which is a duty to your colleagues), and sitting on committees etc. Some of us get paid only 9 or 10 months of the year – so hardly “summers off” if we have to work extra hours to pay the bills and feed our families – and many of us face precarious employment in the form of limited term, limited duties, or sessional contracts. There are probably dozens of people in this room who are in this position right now – as I was a few years ago – currently seeking permanent employment, constantly searching through academic job websites, writing and re-writing cover letters, research profiles, teaching philosophies and grant applications, instead of doing the work that actually drives them – that is, presumably, educating young people, serving our communities as informed experts, seeking answers to complex social questions, or satisfying our intellectual curiosity. For these individuals, and for obvious reasons, this fable will resonate less; job security must come first. However, the pervasive lure of academia and all its apparent glamour has meant an excess of talented scholars saturating the marketplace. Even for some entry-level tenure-track jobs, which are becoming increasingly rare at any rate, you need publications, research grants, and teaching experience just to get an interview. Back when I was applying for my first academic job in the mid 2000s (roughly 18 years ago), it was only PhD students applying; now, seasoned professionals looking for a “better” job are throwing their hats in the ring. Indeed, since joining my current institution 8 and a half years ago, where I really can’t complain about how well I’ve been looked after, I’ve done this seven times. I’ve applied for seven other jobs. Even for the majority of us with permanent positions and job security, we are fed through the various narratives in our profession that we should have more, bigger, better ... whatever: salaries, benefits, sabbaticals, offices, you name it. So we voluntarily submit to this state of affairs and jump back into the depths of this ... race to nowhere. Furthermore, because the barriers to entry for permanent academic jobs are much higher these days, that means universities can ask for more when it comes to tenure and promotion applications, and this is having an impact on the quality of work being executed. When under time pressure – and we all know this to be true – quantity often comes at the expense of quality. It has become a vicious cycle, and we’ve got swept up in it. Many of us never stop along the way and ask, about all of this … ‘why?’, ‘is this all really necessary?’, or ‘is this going to make me happier and healthier?’. I have been through this myself, and have suffered the consequences. I am not afraid to say publicly that on at least 3 occasions I have been on the verge of a serious mental health episode after failing to land a tenure-track job, but ... I have always managed to pull myself through. I have my wonderfully supportive family to thank, and good friends to approach for support (some of whom are in this very room), but processing these emotions on a personal level usually involves lots of screaming and swearing in a remote location far away from children. Scream therapy – you should try it! My mind clouded with fear, uncertainty and doubt, only recently have I stopped to ask myself, about all of this, ‘why?’, ‘is this all really necessary?’, and ‘is this going to make me happier and healthier?’ More specifically, I have asked: Am I living my own dream in this career, or trying to live up to the expectations of others? This isn’t just about me; this is a question we should all be asking. Nevertheless, the outcome of “failure” is tough; the pain is real, and the pressures and stresses of it all can be crippling.
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And generally speaking I consider myself one of the lucky ones. While I have clearly been the beneficiary of various forms of privilege in my life – and I acknowledge these openly and repeatedly – it has not been all rosy. Indeed, behind the scenes and beyond the boxes we tick in diversity questionnaires, many of life’s major challenges remain unaccounted for.  At 12 years of age, when my parents divorced, I was forced to choose between living with my Dad and sister in Maryland – where I had lived since I was 8 months old – or moving back to England with my mum. I chose the latter – literally splitting my family in half – replacing my big house in the leafy suburbs of Potomac for a fly-infested one-bedroom flat above a shop adjacent to a bus shelter in – what was known to be – the seediest neighbourhood in Bournemouth. At school, I struggled to fit in and was a victim of bullying. It toughened me up but also made me very sensitive to abuses of power aimed at those who are weaker, physically or socially. I did find some refuge in basketball, not because there was status attached to being a good basketball player – because there wasn’t – but rather ... one of the toughest kids in my class loved the sport, took a liking to me, and threatened to beat the crap out of anyone who touched me. I really only found my feet academically in the two years preceding university, but I could never escape my past; perpetually feeling like an outsider. In many ways, I still do, even here at NASSS, and I’m the President!



Historical data for median 
life expectancy for people 
w/Cystic Fibrosis

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Beneath all this there was an even stronger driver of my character development that stemmed from personal adversity. I was born with the disease Cystic Fibrosis in 1980 at a time when the median life expectancy for someone with CF was just 18 years of age. When I turned 18, due to improvements in medicine, my life expectancy rose to 26. When I turned 26, it was 32. When I turned 32, it was 37, and so on. Suffice it to say ... I have lived the last 30 years of my life – as statistics would suggest – with less than 10 years left to live. This remains the case today. This I think somewhat explains my terrible lack of patience, or what I prefer to describe as “living with a permanent sense of urgency”. ... So perhaps unsurprisingly, though all of this, I developed a remarkably tough, bloody-minded attitude toward those who have tried to cage this bird. I’m going to live my life, stubbornly and unapologetically. And in this life, I’m going to stand up for those who are victims of bullying, both physically and socially. It is something I am very sensitive to. This attitude has pervaded throughout my academic career. It gave me the courage to leave the toxic environment of university life in the UK – as I experienced it – and seek refuge in Canada, where I have found my feet, and clearly ... found my voice. (or maybe that’s just at NASSS) Others have been less fortunate or have not had the supports necessary to deal with the stresses of our industry, which, by all accounts, are getting worse. And the developing cultures within our academic institutions are a major part of the problem. Clearly, something has gone awry. On a broad scale, I see these developments as direct consequences of a much larger but gradual shift in universities and colleges away from their original collective purposes, and this has significantly impacted what our jobs and responsibilities have come to demand, and what we as academics get (or don’t get) from our careers.
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I imagine, though I admit I’m prone to romanticism, that HE institutions in the past – you know, when academic jobs were actually glamorous – that these places used to be repositories of the most intelligent and wise. They were production sites for knowledge and dissemination, where all students and faculty members were partners in that process. Outside of their teaching responsibilities, academics were afforded time to pontificate and imagine, to discuss, debate and reason, to better understand and find solutions to societal problems. They spent time researching, of course, but they were unburdened with the need to publish a seemingly endless stream of journal articles or apply for grants. They did so when they wanted to or when it made sense for their research. Can you imagine?! … Moreover, it is not inconceivable to imagine that academics in decades past approached their work with more love, passion and intrinsic motivation, principally because their academic path was more of their own choosing. And they probably read more academic articles and books for leisure, not because they felt they should in order to incorporate it into their latest research project or teaching curriculum. They read purely out of interest, for intellectual curiosity and stimulation. It was fun! I wonder how much of this desire is lost among contemporary academics. Indeed, for some of us, reading academic work for leisure may feel like more of an oxymoron, akin to ... grading student essays for fun.
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What have our institutions become? I argue that the current context within which we all operate in higher education is becoming increasingly oppositional to the traditional pursuit of academic excellence, especially the kind that cannot be measured or numerically quantified. Most of our institutions now operate like capitalist-driven businesses where students are customers who care more about their grades than their learning and care more about the qualification than the education, and faculty are now akin to franchisees tasked with maximizing revenue by following institutional directives. The consequences of the march of capitalism and neo-liberalism, and the reduction of what we do as scholars to quantitative measurements of “impact” – or reduced further by accountants simply to dollars and cents – are both profound and ubiquitous.
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We see its effects especially in the social sciences and humanities fields, which are being stripped down and dismantled, forced to compete for prestige against other subject areas and fields, and also compete for resources, both human and financial. Entire faculties and departments are closing as a consequence, and forced redundancies are on the rise. It happened at the Centre for Research into Sport & Society at the University of Leicester, where both Dan and I did our Masters degrees. And in many of the research studies I previously mentioned, many faculty expressed feelings of being overworked and underappreciated – a situation hardly helped if your field is being decimated. For many of us, the vision of our life’s work that originally drove our ambition to pursue careers in higher education – the answer to: why did most of us got into academia – has increasingly blurred or become an unrealized dream and a distant memory.
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Far from being repositories of the most intelligent and wise, as I see it universities and colleges today are repositories for the most ambitious “academic entrepreneurs”, buttressed by senior management with an eye on the bottom line.  Scholars today are smart enough to know the rules of this academic game, so they strategize in order to reach the standards that they and others expect of their future success. They strategize … what university to attend or work at, what to research, what grants to apply for, what supervisors or colleagues to work with. They strategize what journals to publish in, what publishers to approach with book proposals, what associations to join, which conferences to present at, and what voluntary positions to apply for within associations. Arguably this strategizing is good for career advancement but does little to promote wellbeing or job satisfaction. From conversations I have had, I understand that it is common nowadays for prospective PhD students and post-doctoral researchers to make choices on what projects to pursue less because of personal interest … and more because of career progression opportunities. They choose the school or the program or the supervisor over the subject matter, much like somebody might choose wealth, prosperity and good looks in a partner over compatibility, kindness, and genuine affection or love. This is understandable in desperate situations; nobody wants to grow old on their own, much like nobody wants to quit academia because they can’t get a job. This strategizing is entirely understandable among those with precarious employment, yet I see little evidence that these internalized desires for more, bigger, better ... subside among those with greater job security. In fact, within this ultra-competitive environment, for many the quest for more and more seems to have become hardwired; there always seems to be another end goal in mind: to get a job, to get a better job, to get a promotion or tenure, to secure a bonus, to make more money, to get a bigger office, to win an award, to get noticed. At some point … we must ask ourselves: from where does true enjoyment and fulfilment from our work derive? Is it from these material advancements or the quest for prestige, or something intrinsically more valuable and meaningful?



‘Prestige Politics’

+The massification of higher education. Simple premise:

More universities created Sustained need to maintain 
or enhance prestige

Greater status insecurity 
among professors
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Historians have shed light on broader social changes that have brought these consequences; most notably, the massification of higher education since the early post-war period. Bernard Longden in the journal Education Studies examined the period from 1960-91 in the UK system, when dozens of Polytechnic institutions and colleges were accorded university status. The status anxiety this created among folks in the established institutions was palpable, as many – instead of embracing notions of equal rights to education and social inclusion – dug in their heels. The corporatized culture, which recognized mass education as an opportunity to deliver on growth objectives, sat in opposition to those who held on to old ideas, that is: small class sizes and intimate environments. In the US, among other legislation, the National Defence Education Act of 1958 and the Higher Education Act of 1965 enhanced funding streams for higher education that helped spur growth in the numbers of operating universities and colleges alongside student numbers, which across the country grew 15-fold from half a million students per year in 1940 to 7.5 million in 1970. As in the UK, much of the growth was focused on what might have been thought of as the lower tiers of higher education, namely community colleges or liberal-arts colleges. Not only were institutions admitting more students, especially those outside of the wealthiest families or from the most prestigious schools, but so too were faculties diversifying. The days when, in many faculties, you could count professors who weren’t white, male and from comfortable middle-class backgrounds on one hand, were being replaced with something else. This diversification of our student and faculty bodies has been a celebrated development, and rightly so of course. It should have led to a more democratic and equitable system for how we assess institutions, and also its scholars – using different metrics that did not inherently disadvantage those without reasonable access to the most established institutions. But instead, once the newer institutions and their faculties grew in stature and, in time, had a small taste of the golden nectar of prestige, many reneged on their original game plan and pivoted ideologically, adopting the mindset of the elite universities. Instead of shunning the elitism that had kept them out or pushed them down unfairly for all these years, they embraced it. Instead of avoiding what I call the “prestige politics” game, they competed in it. And while a prestigious name might look good on a student’s resume, the true benefits of this development for students across the board are questionable. Not only have tuition fees skyrocketed – making university educations beyond the reach of many, or financially crippling for others – but also class sizes have grown, while student-staff ratios, on average, have more than quadrupled in the last 50 years. And for faculty: not only have our jobs become harder and more stressful, but as the research suggests we also feel less support from our institutions to help us follow our passions in research, teaching and service, to enable us to be more effective educators. In these ways, we have been failed by our institutions, where wisdom has been in short supply, or at least the kind that would make us happier and healthier. There has been a lack of true leadership across academia generally. 
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Show book: Leaders Eat Last Simon Sinek, a recognized expert on leadership and teamwork, speaks the truth with the words ‘leaders eat last’; true leaders are not simply people who are “in charge”, but rather people who others willingly follow. It could be a person right at the bottom of the rope who inspires loyalty, and this is typically achieved by putting the welfare of others within their charge first. Good leadership is about helping everyone around you do better and be better, thereby inspiring confidence that, for example, army generals will put their troop’s welfare first; that parents will put their children’s welfare first; and that university senior administrators will put their faculty members’ and thereby, indirectly, also their students welfare first.
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Show book: The Three Signs of a Miserable Job (show triangle: anonymity, irrelevance, immeasurement) Patrick Lencioni – another recognized expert on leadership and teamwork – agrees that while someone’s personal approach to their job will play an important role in whether they enjoy it or not, much if not most of the responsibility for creating either miserable or enjoyable working conditions rests in their hands of leadership: our employers. Again, I see no difference in HE institutions in this regard. They do have the power to help us love our jobs, but conversely also to hate them. For Lencioni, the formula is remarkably simple.  If our institutions really wanted to support us, they would devise ways of making our work more enjoyable and therefore less stressful, and allow us to do better and more effectively what we are hired to do. 1) They would make each of us feel understood and appreciated for our unique qualities instead of invisible or anonymous. 2) They would help us see how our work matters and is valued by others: our students, department and faculty colleagues, and even senior management. Our senior management would actually thank us for the work we do, because our success is relevant to their goals. 3) Collaboratively and through consultation, they would seek buy-in from us in terms of devising effective measurements of our performance, rather than what feel like arbitrary quantitative-focused assessments that not only disadvantage those of us in the social sciences and humanities, but also rarely equate to true impact. Indeed, how many of us have ever thought to ourselves, or even vocalized, questions such as: Why do I need 6 papers published to get tenure; why not just a one or two really awesome, ground-breaking ones? Why do I need to secure an external research grant when I can do lots of great work without one? What about those students who lacked vision, purpose and self-esteem, and entered university confused and displaced, but, because of my teaching and mentorship, have found their path? How can these achievements be recognized or appreciated by my institution, especially given they can never be quantified? These … are great questions.



+What is enough?

Stress of status comparisons

Negative health outcomes

Sustained elevated Cortisol levels
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Show book: Enough (John Naish) It is unfortunate that the competitive, corporatized culture in higher education, which has increasingly become the norm, has made us blind to alternatives that would afford us all healthier and happier lives, and allow us to better serve others. I say happier too because academic studies – such as those referenced in this book – have found that personal contentment comes from within: the happiest are not the richest but actually those with only slightly above average income. Among us, they are those who truly understand where contentment derives and after having reached a point of moderate success in their careers, can scale back on personal ambition, acknowledge they have “enough”, and use their excess resources to enrich their lives and the lives of others. In essence: they feel fortunate and so they give back.  But what is “enough” and why is it so elusive? Have I published enough papers? Have I made enough money? Is my office big enough? Do my colleagues respect me enough? This sense of “enough” is really difficult for us to obtain in a world where excess is the norm, but its absence can lead to heightened status insecurity and negative health outcomes.  Again, research is clear on this. The constant pressure felt by many to “keep up” with their peers leads to what has been called the “biological embedding of status”, that is: prolonged periods of elevated Cortisol levels, which can lead to chronic stress and a reduced ability for our bodies to fight infections. The psychologists, Dickerson and Kemeny, discovered that stress levels were much higher when completing tasks involving social evaluative threats, that is: threats to self esteem and social status in which others can judge our performance. Simply put, the more we work to try and impress our peers, the more our health is negatively impacted; it leads to higher levels of depression and anxiety, and makes us sicker, physically. Just like looking at beauty magazines has been proven to induce a noticeable decline in measures of self-esteem – and quickly, often within the first 3 minutes of engagement – so too does trying to live up to the often impossible expectations of others in our careers. What we must recognize, if we are to have any hope of fixing these problems and reshaping our industry and its institutions so that they better support us and look after us, is that the entire system is propped up, and fuelled by ... elitism. Dismantling elitist structures, and targeting elitist thinking, must be our main objectives; I see it as our biggest problem.



Elitism

+ ‘Elitism is the belief or notion that                    
individuals who form an elite – a                             
select group of people perceived as having an 
intrinsic quality, high intellect, wealth, power, notability, 
special skills or experience – are more likely to be 
constructive to society as a whole, and therefore deserve 
influence or authority greater than that of others’

Elitism 
gonna get 

you!

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
According to the world’s most popular source, Wikipedia, elitism is ‘the belief or notion that individuals who form an elite – a select group of people perceived as having an intrinsic quality, high intellect, wealth, power, notability, special skills, or experience – are more likely to be constructive to society as a whole, and therefore deserve influence or authority greater than that of others’. In essence, elitism is about entitlement based on assumptions of success, esteem or merit. But these are often misconceptions that are based on an exaggerated sense that prestige in itself is something worthy and important. “I am considered elite according to some agreed-upon standards, therefore my voice deserves to be heard over others, and my actions deserve to carry more weight.” Well, who devised these standards? Was there a democratic consultation process involved? Are they fair and meritocratic, or skewed to promote the interests of some groups of people over others? Arguably, if not evidently, one could say that, especially in our profession, elitism is inveterate and widely internalized. Many of us ... here [look up] ... will hold elitist prejudices or act in discriminatory ways and not deem it in any way problematic. Indeed, of all the ‘isms’ we must contend with today, I argue that elitism is one of the most difficult to detect. We are, for example, much more attuned to sexism and racism, and as a result have an easier time identifying both.  Elitism can … slap us in the face and many of us may be hard-pressed to notice. What is particularly exasperating is that we are often blind to elitism despite it being tied very closely throughout history to forms of sexism and racism, notably male and white privilege. Oftentimes, these things go hand-in-hand. The following anecdote is a personal experience of elitism that, even 5 years later, continues to trouble me. It highlights just how widespread it is, and how deviously it operates in our profession.  The band Wet Wet Wet sang ‘Love is all around us’; Rob Lake says: ‘So is elitism’.



Yours is ‘indicative of an 
inveterate elitist mentality’.

You have become ‘a discredit to 
the academy and to the subject’.

Your vitriol against me is ‘as 
ignorant as it is unfounded’.
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Show book: Routledge Handbook of Tennis On January 1st 2018, in the final stages of editing this 480-page Routledge collection, I, in collaboration with my colleague Carol Osborne at Leeds Beckett University in the UK, sent an email to the NASSH listserv to solicit extra contributions from members of that community. The following is an excerpt from an email exchange between two professors in response to this email, which was eventually forwarded to me by the secretary of another academic association, who was my friend. Keeping all names confidential – I gave them the pseudonyms Professor A and Professor B – I can still tell you that both of them hold prestigious positions at equally prestigious universities: one in Canada, the other in Germany. Perhaps unsurprisingly, both are at or near retirement age, and both are white, cis-gender, able-bodied and male. Dated Jan 1 2018: Dear Professor A,Firstly, I wanted to wish you a happy new year.Secondly, I just this instant received the message below from the dreaded/dreadful Robert Lake who dares raise his ugly head, in company with some other non-entity from an equally insignificant secondary school that tries to pass itself off as a university. All the best,Professor B Dated Jan 3 2018 Ugh!Dear Prof B, Yes, Mr Lake raises his ugly head again - and again: I wonder whether you had a look at the recent edition of The Sport Historian where he and a confederate from the prestigious California State University, Fullerton, USA, had published an article on tennis in the Olympics. Needless to say that they neither mentioned my work [noting two obscure publications, one of which was only available in German]. ... The main reason for this is certainly not that both authors do not have the least inkling of any language apart from their (bad) English - seldom have I read a more boring article. After awarding Mr Lake [it’s Dr. Lake actually, but that’s ok] the Lord Aberdare Prize for his book (a prize, which, ironically, I suggested to my friend Lord Aberdare after persuading him to become a member of the Society) the Society has now allowed him more than twenty pages !!! to spread his wisdom. This, I think, is a very good reason for eventually dicontinuing my membership. [He misspelled discontinuing] I hope the two of us will keep in touch, Best wishes, Professor A ‘Eventually’ meant the following day, when an email was sent to the Secretary of that organization – my friend – stating: ‘I regret having to report that I want to discontinue my membership. My reason for this may be found below in my correspondence with my colleague Professor B’. This entire thread was then forwarded to me with the simple message: ‘Below is a classic case of why you should not forward whole email conversations - thought it might make you laugh (and hopefully not weep!).’ Well, it kinda did both.Look ... like many of you, no doubt, I have been trolled on various online forums, and had my work criticized and ridiculed by members of the general public – who are invariably too lazy to read an entire article and become fixated on a single sentence or phrase, and too cowardly to reveal their identities and therefore have a real discussion with me – but this felt very different. I acknowledge that these words might seem rather mild for those who have been subjected to more egregious forms of discrimination. Nevertheless, I was aghast at the insulting words I was reading; they were grotesque and disturbing, and the tone shamelessly elitist. These were two grown-ass men, apparently esteemed professors at prestigious universities – people whose work I had read and actually admired – throwing insults at a colleague whom they have never even met. That they would comport themselves in such a mean-spirited, classless and unprofessional way, I found breathtakingly audacious. I could easily have put this down to the foolish and incomprehensible musings of two bitter, twisted old men, but like the way you might sit and listen to your racist granddad – you know, out of respect – I afforded them an opportunity to explain themselves. Though not one to seek out confrontations – I’m a lover not a fighter, after all – I carefully and respectfully constructed an email to both of them explaining clearly my disappointment in their behaviour.  I said their words struck me as ‘indicative of an inveterate elitist mentality, and such snobbery in my view has no place in our society let alone our profession’.  For these reasons, it was my view that, regardless of their previous accomplishments, they have become a ‘discredit to the academy and to the subject.’ To each I wrote, ‘I expect more from a man of your status, experience and age, and I can honestly say that I have never in my entire career been more disappointed in another colleague. I have worked hard in my profession, both as a teacher and a researcher, and I have gone out of my way to treat my colleagues with respect, so this vitriol you express toward me is as ignorant as it is unfounded.’ I invited them to express their disagreement with aspects of my work via the usual publication channels or even in a personal email to me, and ended by asking them, to deserve this treatment, how I have wronged them in this, or indeed another, life. One of them responded reluctantly with an apology, while the other continued to spew venom, doubling down on his elitist vitriol. He must have thought: Why stop now or apologize, and lose face to this “non-entity”? In his lengthy, rambling response – which, one of the senior VPs at Douglas College said was like something out of Monty Python – this professor argued, in effect, that the education found in newer universities has been dumbed down to the level of a secondary school, in order to cater to those of lesser ‘intellectual capacity’, and therefore is no longer worthy of the name. He then claimed of me, as a ‘vain individual’ who wants to believe my work makes a difference, that I should find greater fulfilment in my career if I worked at a more prestigious institution: one like UC Berkeley rather than Lethbridge, he said: ‘We know that it will make a bigger difference if we teach at a major institution rather than at a school that is ranked near the bottom of the university rankings. As for non-entities, we are all that at the beginning of our careers ... It is not an insult to describe a neophyte scholar using such a term because he/she literally is’. His response left me speechless… I used the word elitist to describe his words/actions because this is a textbook example. Without an ounce of shame or embarrassment, he openly expressed his belief that some people’s voices deserved to be heard over others because of the institution where they worked and their institutions’ associated prestige and therefore assumed higher standards. He assumed, because I worked at an institution that in his eyes was not worthy of being recognized as anything other than an “insignificant secondary school that tries to pass itself off as a university”, that I was ripe for criticism. Indeed, regardless of my academic outputs and the quality of my work, I posit that if my title was Professor at Cornell University instead of Instructor at Douglas College, he wouldn’t … have said … a word. I thought about responding to this professor, kindly explaining to him, firstly, that, at that time – ten years post PhD and with more than 20 published articles and 3 books – I was hardly a “neophyte scholar” (maybe an ugly scholar as he said, but hardly neophyte). Moreover, didn’t he realize that all of my academic work was reviewed anonymously by professors like him at prestigious universities? They accepted my work, said it met the mark, and in some cases said it deserved special recognition and awards. Are all these reviewers and editors non-entities too, by association? Indeed, by implication he is not only criticizing their efforts but also disrespecting the peer-review system that the entire journal publication process is predicated upon. There was no logic in any of his arguments... which is often the way it is with those who express prejudice. Secondly, there are many reasons why someone might not want employment at a “prestigious” institution like his – avoiding having to work alongside insufferable fools like him an obvious one(!) – but there are many others, both personal and professional. There are also many reasons why some folks, even if they really wanted to, would be excluded from, or face disadvantages to, working at a prestigious institution like his, related to forms of discrimination such as those based on social class, ethnicity, and gender, alongside political posturing from the university itself, and many other factors that have absolutely nothing to do with an applicant’s merit, experience, or the quality of their work. On this point, I’d also like you to consider this.



Elitism

SexismRacism

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Elitism does not exist in isolation. We know it intersects with other structural inequalities. Indeed, if we agree with the research that highlights how women and also black and other scholars of colour have for a very long time found it more difficult to obtain university jobs, or to obtain tenure, or to rise through the ranks of academia, or to be treated with comparable respect by their students and colleagues, then by definition we can see how elitism is also inherently intersected with sexism and racism. By valuing more highly the words and actions of full professors at prestigious institutions over others – not based on the merit of their words or actions but merely because of their job titles and affiliations – we are enacting prejudicial views, devaluing the work of huge swathes of our population, and discriminating against those whose paths through academia have been less smooth. Doing so shows ignorance to the various forms of structural inequality that afforded some people more privilege than others. It is a fact that, in general terms and for decades, women and people of colour have been forced to overcome more and greater obstacles en route to academic careers. So, by privileging the names of those who have risen to higher ranks over those who have not, we are again, by definition, sustaining these explicitly elitist and implicitly sexist and racist structures. By the way, in my criticism of these two gentlemen I do not mean to indiscriminately slam every old, able-bodied, cis-gender, white man. Indeed ... I hope to be one someday.



Does prestige always Quality?

‘How you like them apples?’
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To my mind, that prestige and quality are assumed to always and without fail work in tandem is the great fallacy in higher education, and a major obstacle to purging elitism from it. Indeed, could a scholar at an institution without prestige possibly undertake ground-breaking research, publish high-quality work and make major contributions to their fields? Yes, of course.  Look at Srinivasa Ramanujan who, from the poor slums of India and with no formal mathematics training became one of the most celebrated math professors of the 20th century, or ...   this guy? Do professors at prestigious universities sometimes publish poor-quality work, or do nothing at all of real value? Absolutely. Indeed, the reason one of these professors took umbrage against me, I later found out, was because I critiqued aspects of his work in something I had published. The journal’s editor agreed that I was very polite and very fair in my critique, but to have one’s work critiqued publicly by a neophyte, secondary-school-employed non-entity must have really bruised his ego. What on earth is the world coming to? I should have known my place. The conflation of prestige and quality – the assumption of their synonymy – is the root of elitism in higher education, but I wonder: how many of us in this room think the same? That is not a direct criticism – at least not yet – because elitism has become so engrained in our thinking that many of us might hold these prejudices and not even realise it. I certainly have. About 15 years ago I remember meeting for the first time a colleague who I considered a top researcher in our field – I mean, this guy was one of the most respected figures – and I was perplexed as to why he was only a senior lecturer – and not a professor – at a small university in the south of England. Wrongly, I believed that where a scholar worked or ended up had everything to do with the quality of their work, their talent, intelligence, ability or work ethic. Sure, these things come into play – there is no denying that – but I did not perceive the numerous reasons why an individual might choose to work at a small liberal arts teaching college over a big research university, and I actively judged my colleague for this. Surely, if he was that good he should work at X instead of Y. What happened? I pitied those who, in my eyes, had underachieved because they lacked the professional title, job title or rank that I and perhaps others felt they should be attaining. I never realized how elitist my thinking was on this point until someone said almost the exact same exact thing to me ... about 5 and a half years ago.



Wow! I can’t
believe you’re only an
Instructor at Douglas

College!

Um… thanks?

Wait... WTF??!!
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My experience – when someone once said to me:   “I can’t believe you are only an Instructor at Douglas College”.  I took it at first as a compliment – I was flattered – but then later I was like ... ‘screw you’. Who are you to judge me, and what gives you the right to assess my value and worth as a scholar and educator? Why should I have to live up to the expectations of you or anyone else? Surely, that’s a trap, if not also a recipe for misery. I mean, remember high school?! As you can tell, my thinking on this point has become more nuanced. I have often consider writing down all these personal experiences and pinning them to my office wall, to remind me of how dangerously easy it could be to slip into this trap, and become one of these types who believes ignorantly that we live and work in an entirely equitable academic environment without privilege, and where everyone gets the credit, jobs, rank, and status that they deserve based solely on their effort and quality of their work. Unfortunately, that world only exists in the wild imaginations of those who are unacquainted with simple realities: firstly, there are some people whose path to some preconceived notion of success is fraught with more obstacles than others; and secondly, not only is everyone’s pathway different, but of course not everyone pursues the same end goals or measures success in the same ways. And that, in my view, should be celebrated ... rather than disdainfully judged.
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Indeed, I’m really thankful that I don’t work in a place full of people that have normalized and deemed unproblematic an elitist way of thinking. I work at an institution that, despite its flaws, does its level best to look beyond what really doesn’t matter – like prestige – and focus on what does: student success and fostering a happy faculty, who feel supported and empowered to pursue their academic interests. Douglas College, with its “horizontal hierarchy” as it’s been called, is untraditional in this sense. It does not offer tenure or promotion, and faculty members are not called professors, but instead ... instructors. Seniority gives you dibs on an office and also determines your salary up through the pay scale, but nothing else.
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For all our sakes, egos are better kept in check... There is also no pressure to publish, go to conferences, secure research funding, become editors of journals or presidents of societies, but there is a good amount of support available for those that want to do this. And many of us do, not because we have to but because we want to and because we’re good at it. Working in an alternative academic environment like this has reaffirmed my belief that if you hire the right people who are intrinsically motivated to be as good as they can be, then in their own time, they will find their own path to their own version of success. But for this to happen, university administrations have to support their faculties in the right ways, and they have to stop forcing faculty to compete in the ‘prestige politics’ game; they have to stop pushing so hard. Otherwise, past a certain point, resentment will be induced, and faculty will get burnt out. This will happen even for the keenest ones who love to research and publish; it would have the effect of forcing kids to eat candy – though they can’t get enough of it at first, eventually they’ll come to hate it!



Good Stress Bad Stress
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This is also the difference between good stress and bad stress. Good stress: when you undertake a challenging project that you want to do, its difficult but kinda fun; bad stress: when you are forced to undertake a challenging project that you do not want to do. Maybe I’ve got this all wrong though. ... Maybe comparing impact factors in journals is fun; maybe applying for research grants to fund projects we have no real passion for is fun; maybe measuring our self-worth by comparing our titles, ranks and salaries with others is fun; maybe all the fake posturing we do when competing against each other is fun. That’s awesome! Good for you if that’s your gig. Personally, I consider all of that stuff a waste of precious time and energy, which I think would be better spent invested on serving our academic communities and building relationships with our students and colleagues, and family and friends, which will pay dividends throughout our lives. At some point, we need to take a stand and say “Enough is enough”, otherwise we’ll forever be competing in “the prestige politics game”, whereby our institutions and colleagues imbued with elitist misconceptions will continue to determine our worth and value, rather than ourselves. We must recognize that we – our voluntary submission to live and work according to this ideology – are part of the problem.



Elitism: What Can We do?

1. Check our own egos.
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Elitism: What can we do about it? So, what can we do? What are some practical approaches to combating elitism and avoiding the race to nowhere in academia? Number 1 ... we need to check our own egos, and try to avoid getting sucked into the prestige politics game. But this is hard – the lure of status is addictive. We get a hit of dopamine in our system every time someone says: ‘Oh hey, I liked your paper’, or ‘So you’re the tennis guy’. Not my words! Of course, this is all great. Saying these things is part of being supportive and kind as colleagues – I’m all for that – but as givers we should always be sincere, and as recipients we should never rely on it or come to expect it from others. I had a rude introduction to this back in 2006 at one of my first ever sociology conferences when I was a PhD student. I remember introducing myself to an older white professor – let’s call him Richard. I said, ‘Hi, I’m Rob’, to which he grasped my hand, looked me straight in the eyes and responded, ‘Hello ... I’m Richard Colchester’.I was like ... that was weird. He said his last name in such a way as if to make sure that I heard it and to make sure that I knew who he was. When do we ever introduce ourselves using our full name in our day-to-day lives? Would we do this with strangers in the street? The answer is of course obvious – our last name identifies our publications, which are key markers of status – but I think it also speaks to some inherent status insecurity. Of course, there is nothing wrong with being insecure, as oftentimes it is induced by some external factors. For example, when we feel disrespected, we are often more prone to promote those aspects of our identity that we feel others would most value as a means of countering a particular snub. I get that. I’ve done it myself. And because scholars who represent historically marginalized communities are more likely to suffer indignities or disrespect in our profession, the importance of titles, last-name recognition, and other markers of status is enhanced for members of these communities. I get that too, but I’m not sure either was the case here. Suffice it to say, Richard Colchester seemed deeply disappointed when I did not immediately respond to his introduction by signalling I cared what he had written or heard of his latest book. Over time, he obviously had got used to the positive response to his name and had come to expect it. You know ... I wasn’t being rude. I didn’t know who he was! Also, I just didn’t think it my duty as a graduate student to be responsible for massaging his fragile ego. ... And by the way, I don’t think it is any of our duties to massage egos here at NASSS.



A simple maxim for us to 
follow at NASSS…

‘Everyone has an equal right to speak and to be 
heard, and we should embrace all forms of dialogue 

so long as they are kind, considerate, thoughtful, 
relevant, and respectful of one’s dignity.’
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If we truly believe in promoting equality, then we have to live and work according to a simple maxim: Everyone has an equal right to speak and to be heard, and we should embrace all forms of dialogue so long as they are kind, considerate, thoughtful, relevant, and respectful of one’s dignity. Everyone’s voice is valued. In this room and at this conference, you better have checked your egos at the door. There is no place for elitist thinking at NASSS.



Elitism: What Can We do?

1. Check our own egos.
2. Call out elitism.
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This leads me to number 2.  The second thing we can do is to actually call out elitism.



Is this you?

1. Privileging or giving more value to the 
words of one person over another simply 
because they work at a more prestigious 
institution

2. Privileging or giving more value to the 
words of one person over another simply 
because they have a more prestigious or 
higher professional title or because they 
have a more prestigious job title

3. Privileging or giving more value to the 
words of one person over another simply 
because they represent a group that is 
considered more elite
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Again, you can start by looking in the mirror. If this sounds like you then you might want to seriously reconsider your approach:1) privileging or giving more value to the words of one person over another simply because they work at a more prestigious institution; 2) privileging or giving more value to the words of one person over another simply because they have a more prestigious or higher professional title or because they have a more prestigious job title;  3) privileging or giving more value to the words of one person over another simply because they represent a group that is considered more elite. I’m here to tell you: No good can come from conflating prestige with quality, assuming they are synonymous. Just look at America’s last president for an obvious example of how that thinking can lead us astray.



Elitism: What Can We do?

1. Check our own egos.
2. Call out elitism.
3. Stay focused on the goal.
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Number 3: stay focused on the goal. What we also need to do is redefine, for ourselves and for our colleagues, what a successful career in academia is. It should have little to do with prestige, but should instead be about adding real value through academic excellence: service to our students, colleagues and communities, and advancing our pool of knowledge through the dissemination of our expertise. We must protect what truly matters, and remind ourselves why we got into this profession in the first place, and ultimately what we want to get out of it.



Conclusion

+Can we have this?

+Without this?
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Conclusion – an Alternative Fable Ultimately, this talk has been about my personal journey – which remains ongoing and incomplete – to find balance in my work in an academic environment increasingly beset with contradictory messages about the apparent need to provide service to others on the one hand, and capitalist gain for our institutions on the other. How do our institutions reconcile these two objectives, which oftentimes seem to compete with one another? To set out my stall clearly, I believe there is a linear connection between the capitalism of our world, with its attendant focus on efficiency, monetary return, the many wars on labour, and the slow corporatization of universities, and with elitism and the resultant mental health deterioration of academic faculty. The question we should be asking is: can we have one without the other?  Can we have a capitalist-driven university that operates efficiently without devaluing teaching or more generally the work of scholars in the less profitable social sciences and humanities fields? Is the pursuit of profit and the attendant benefits of prestige by a higher education institution necessarily alienating? It seems a fundamental truth that the capitalist-driven university slowly grinds its faculty down – for no discernibly good reason – producing a more glaring elitism and a broad mental un-wellness. I posit that this remains a real challenge, which shows no sign of diminishing. Another important question is: how do we as academics reconcile these two oftentimes competing objectives, and how should we position ourselves to sustain good mental health and enable true personal contentment in our work? Ultimately – for those who really seek to make a positive impact on others – you can’t pour from an empty cup ... so let’s fill it up with the good stuff. When we compete in the prestige politics game, we reaffirm elitist ideologies that undermine equality and social justice objectives. Moreover, we put our own values of self-worth in the hands of others. We let others define and rank us.  As a reminder of what we’re up against, and the challenges we must all face, I’ll leave you with an alternative fable – one that is a little more realistic and accurate for us as higher education scholars: An American professor visited a small teaching college on the outskirts of a mid-size Canadian city, to listen to a research talk on a topic that was of interest to him. The presentation was very good, so the professor approached the Canadian afterwards.“Your talk was very good”, said the professor. “How much time do you spend on your research?”“Only a little while,” said the Canadian ... in surprisingly good English.“Why don’t you spend more time on your research, and write more publications?” the professor then asked.“I do enough to satisfy my intellectual curiosity, and I publish what I want, when I want, as I see fit”, the Canadian said as he powered down his laptop.“But, outside of your teaching responsibilities, what do you do with the rest of your time?”The Canadian looked up and smiled: “I sleep late, read a lot, play with my children, and take long walks with my wife. From May until September, I do not teach classes, so I go to my lake-side cabin, where I play golf and enjoy my family. Often I will sink a few beers and play cards with my friends. I have a full and busy life, sir.”The American professor laughed and stood tall. “Sir, I’m a Harvard professor and can help you. You should spend more time researching and writing academic papers, and with the teaching release you’ll obtain, apply for research grants. In no time, you could create a research team with doctoral students that will help provide a steady stream of funding for more projects.”He continued, “Instead of being on other’s research grants, you could be the PI. You would control the research process and become a recognized global expert on this topic. You would have to leave this small teaching college, of course, and move to a big city like Toronto or Chicago, where you could run your research program at a big research university with proper management.The Canadian asked, “But, sir, how long will all this take?”To which the American replied, “15-20 years, 25 tops.”“But then what, sir?”The American laughed and said, “That’s the best part. When the time is right, you would apply to become a faculty dean and then, maybe even join the university’s senior management team and become very rich. You would make ... hundreds of thousands.”“Hundreds of thousands, sir? Then what?“Then you would retire and move to a small city, where you could sleep late, read a lot, play with your grandkids, and take lots of walks with your wife. In the late spring and summer, you could go to your lake-side cabin, play golf, and enjoy your family. Often, you could sink a few beers and play cards with your friends…”Thank you.



Thank you so much.
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