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Abstract 

 

Is college science teaching women’s work?:  

Gender inequity in the physical sciences 

 

 

Katherine Doerr, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2021 

 

Supervisor:  Catherine Riegle-Crumb 

 

After decades of virtual exclusion from participation in STEM, women have majored in, 

earned graduate degrees in, and forged careers in male-dominated fields such as the 

physical sciences in increasing numbers. At each step of the way, however, women’s 

participation diminishes, and this is especially apparent in the workforce. Moreover, these 

women are likely to be doing different work than men; that is, STEM workplaces are 

vertically segregated by gender, and women’s work, while important, is often lower-paid 

and lower-prestige than men’s work. The purpose of this research was to characterize one 

example of vertical segregation, teaching-intensive faculty positions in a university 

physical science department, and to explore how and why gender matters for the women, 

and men, who are on the teaching faculty. Using ethnographic methodology to trace, 

through their social interactions, how individuals’ experiences are shaped by institutional 
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norms and ideologies, the analysis was shaped by theories of gender as a social system 

that works to perpetuate inequality. The teaching track is an alternative job track that 

allows participants to have work-life balance, which is commonly explained to be more 

suitable than the research track for women in science who want to have children. 

Concerningly, there are significant negative consequences for pursuing this track, at least 

for the women. Fundamental aspects of fulfilling and equitable work, such as fair pay, 

respect, and advancement pathways, are elusive. When women do resist or challenge 

their marginalization, they are met with unfair treatment and even harassment. The 

experience of men on teaching faculty is a sharp contrast; as men, they belong in science 

and this brings a default of respect as well as elevation to higher pay. Thus, the teaching 

faculty has an internal gender hierarchy. As such, this inquiry offers the conclusion that 

college science teaching is women’s work not because it offers a safe and fair space to 

have a career and a family, but because the neoliberal academy requires low-cost and 

flexible labor to carry out its teaching mission, and women are easily exploited to provide 

this labor.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Dr Welles, a pseudonym, is a woman in her early 50s with a PhD in 

Physical Science, followed by two years of a laboratory-based postdoctoral 

fellowship. She began working in her current job, as a contingent faculty member 

without tenure, over twenty years ago as a new mother, having recently relocated 

to a new city for her husband’s job. In an interview, she said:  

In 2000, I had my third kid and I was working here and I just kept 

working. I kept flying under the radar teaching. But I won a 

teaching award after I had number three. I didn't even know 

anyone knew who I was! They must have just gone on teaching 

evaluations: no one had observed me, no one had talked to me 

about what I did. They just let me do my thing. So around 2004, I 

was like okay I should start doing something else? Should I go 

back and do another postdoc? Should I make a career out of this 

thing? I always just thought it was a temporary gig, but it was a 

temporary gig for 10 years!  

 

Since then, Dr Welles has tried to ‘make a career out of this thing’ with little 

success. She is still doing essentially the same work she was doing in 2000, 

teaching Introductory Physical Science. Her hopes for the future have not been 

realized: 

I do think that my passion has been squashed by the idiots that I 

work with. I have considered going to human resources and just 

saying you know what these people need to be talked to. I don't 

think anyone needs to be fired but this is why we have problems. 

It was gender, it was totally gender bias on their part. 

 

Dr Welles is an experienced and effective educator, in a small group of 

women who broke gender barriers and earned PhDs in physical science in the 
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1990s and earlier. Yet her passion was squashed and she attributes it to gender 

bias. What is happening in her workplace? How does it happen? And why is this 

occurring?  

This dissertation reports on ethnographic research focused on gender in an area 

where women have been historically underrepresented - the physical sciences. The 

motivation for pursuing this research was that because, although women have entered 

these disciplines in increasing numbers in past decades, they have not achieved equity 

in the type of work they do - that is, STEM occupations remain gender-segregated (e.g., 

Britton, 2017; Eisenhardt & Finkel, 1998). When women do participate, they are likely 

to be clustered in jobs such as teaching and are less likely than their male peers to 

remain in the research. Thus, my study lies at the intersection of gender, teaching and 

science, and focuses on issues of equity.  

Students majoring in the basic sciences, subjects like biology, chemistry and 

physics. at the undergraduate level are often told that they need to complete a graduate 

degree if they intend or want a successful career in these disciplines. Many of them go 

to professional school and pursue health-related careers. A smaller number attend 

graduate school and decide to pursue PhDs. Yet, although women earn over half of 

biology PhDs, a third of chemistry PhDs, and a fifth of physics PhDs, they are not 

entering the tenure track of research faculty at nearly the rate of their male peers 

(Mulvey, Nicholson & Pold, 2021; Nolan, Buckner, Marzabadi & Kuck, 2008). For 

example, in the period 1996-2005, women earned 32.4 percent of chemistry PhDs, but 

comprised only 21.2 percent of assistant professors at the top one hundred institutions. 
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As white men are concerned, the pattern is the opposite. They take up 10 percent more 

of the tenure-track assistant professor positions than they earn PhDs (Nelson, Brammer 

& Rhoads, 2007). 

Women who earn physical science PhDs but do not enter the tenure track may 

not have completely left academia, however. Women are more likely than their male 

peers to be in contingent, temporary positions (Glazer-Raymo, 1999; Kezar, 2012). For 

example, in 2018 women comprised 12% of full physics professors and 27% of adjunct 

physics professors, meaning they are overrepresented at the adjunct level relative to 

their earning of PhDs (Helba, Porter, Nicholson & Ivie, 2019). Often their main 

responsibility in these temporary positions is teaching undergraduates and they may 

longer pursue scientific research. Rather, they are only given the authority to interpret 

disciplinary knowledge. Thus, the pernicious androcentricism of some science 

disciplines may be traced, in part, to the exclusion of women from setting research 

agendas due to occupational gender segregation in academia. My research addresses 

this problem by exploring how and why gender impacts the work experiences of PhDs 

who are on the teaching track in a physical science department at a large university.  

In the department that was the object of my study, women comprise about 30 

percent of faculty, which could be called sufficiently diverse given the numbers of 

women who earn PhDs nationally and historically. Upon closer examination, however, 

we see apparent diversity masks a dramatic inequity - while women comprise just 15 

percent of tenure-track faculty, they are 75 percent of teaching faculty. How can we 

explain this imbalance, where scientists have the same high level of academic 
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credentials but whose higher or lower status breaks down largely on gender lines? 

Moreover, what does it mean for STEM when those who teach science at prestigious 

universities are lower status than those who research science? Why are those who teach 

much more likely to be women, and those who research more likely to be men? A 

common explanation is that because women need more flexibility to attend to domestic 

duties like childrearing, the teaching track provides an alternative career that allows 

women to stay in academic science and have work-life balance. Thus, the essential 

question of this dissertation becomes: is college science teaching women’s work? 

Because “the defining feature of gender from a sociological view is its deployment in 

the service of inequality” (Risman, 2009, p. 84), a strategic place to begin thinking 

through these questions is with feminist theories of gender and science, which I review 

in Chapter 2.   

Science studies scholars, working in a feminist paradigm, critique Eurowestern 

science for its basis in the dichotomizing assumption that nature can be separated from 

culture, and natural phenomena can be studied disinterestedly (Harding 1991; Keller, 

1985). Essentially a positivist approach to scientific research, it constructs science as 

androcentric and fundamentally gender biased, premised on a masculine normal and a 

feminine other (Haraway, 1988). Sociologists theorize gender as a multi-tiered system, 

with social processes occurring at institutional, interactional, and individual levels. The 

gender system produces inequity as it structures social patterns and compels people to 

operate in particular ways that make it very difficult to take action outside of this order 

(Risman, 2004). Instead it dichotomizes differences between men and women, 
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attributes superior status to the male standard, and positions femininity as a 

contradiction to masculinity (Hirdman, 1990). Finally, gender performativities are the 

practices by which gender is done and undone. Doing gender aligns with normative 

social practice and serves to render an individual intelligible in local contexts (West & 

Zimmerman, 1987). In contrast, undoing gender involves practices that are non-

normative within a local context. As such, they challenge and potentially contest gender 

hegemony (Butler, 2004). 

Feminist scholars across disciplines have traced the influence of the ideology of 

separate spheres from the Industrial Revolution to postindustrial gendered labor 

systems (Matthaei, 1982; Reskin & Padavic, 1994). As the separate spheres of home 

and work have morphed into women and men occupying largely segregated 

occupations within the paid labor force, women are concentrated in lower-paying and 

lower-prestige areas compared to men (Acker, 1990; England, 2005; Ridgeway & 

Correll, 2004). In present-day Eurowestern societies shaped by neoliberal ideology, a 

strong emphasis on self-expression works to amplify gender-essentialist stereotypes and 

leads women to enter work that they perceive as consistent with feminine roles (Charles 

& Bradley, 2009). This work then highlights the role that time and place play in 

shaping occupational gender segregation, as it is not necessarily consistent across 

history and across the world.  

Research has shown that, when occupations become feminized due to the entry 

of women, their associated value in terms of pay and status decreases (Levanon, 

England, & Allison, 2009; Reskin & Roos, 1990). Scholars doing ethnographic 
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research in science workplaces, suggest that women, when marginalized from elite 

science workplaces, “pay a special price” because their feminized workplaces are lower 

status and financially precarious (Eisenhart & Finkel, 1998, p. 233). STEM education is 

a stark example of how gendered occupational segregation maps to status (Britton, 

2017; Rosser, 2004). Being a teacher, broadly, is typed as women’s work, yet STEM is 

masculine-typed  (Williams, 1995). These competing masculinities and femininities, 

situated in the neoliberal academy that increasingly uses temporary, flexible labor to 

carry out work formerly done by permanent faculty, makes physical science teaching 

faculty both vulnerable to inequalities produced by the gender system but also possibly 

positioned to contest it in a: “moment of rupture...where an occupation’s gender type 

and sex composition do not agree, [is an] opportunity to identify avenues through which 

change might be pursued” (Britton, 2000, p. 426). Thus, my essential research question 

is refined with these theoretical and empirical perspectives to: 

o How and why do privileges and disadvantages produced by the gender 

system impact the work lives of the contingent teaching faculty in 

physical science? 

o In what ways do teaching faculty engage in reproduction of the gender 

system through neoliberal ideology? Alternatively, in what ways do 

teaching faculty contest the gender system and neoliberal ideology? 

In Chapter 3, I explain how ethnographic methodology was ideal for answering 

these questions. It afforded me a deep exploration into the mechanisms of how privilege 

and disadvantages are experienced by individuals, and by investigating the social 
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relations between members of the group and relevant bordering groups I made a 

connection to structural and institutional forces (Weis & Fine, 2012). My central data 

consists of fieldnotes from participant-observation with the teaching faculty during 

their classes, during office hours, at some meetings, and at times when they are on 

campus but not teaching. I conducted participant observation with ten teaching faculty 

who all teach introductory physical science, and one research faculty who teaches the 

same course, over five semesters. Fieldnote data is supported and enriched through 

interview data. Following a semi-structured and evolving interview protocol that was 

developed from analyses of participant-observation fieldnotes, I conducted between one 

and three interviews with nearly all participants, as well as with a selection of tenure-

track faculty. Thirdly, artifactual data such as learning management system (Canvas) 

pages, written communication such as emails, and institutional documents are available. 

Validity was established through design complexity, which ethnography achieves 

through reflexivity (Ravitch & Carl, 2015). Reflexive engagement with power relations, 

by considering how participants respond to and perceive me, also attended to the 

situatedness of this research and enhances its trustworthiness (Davis & Craven, 2016). 

Indeed, feminist theorists argue that all knowledge is partial and socially situated; 

engaging in research that begins from the subject position of marginalized groups can 

avoid dichotomizing subjective/objective (eg., Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1991). 

Ethnographic methodology inheres the concept of praxis, theory into action, where the 

target is this particular social injustice (Foley, 1990). 
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With this reflexive analytic and guided by my participants’ own metaphors, I 

developed four main findings that are detailed in Chapter 4. Part 1 of the chapter 

explores how the tenure track in this particular physical science department is hostile 

towards women. This hostile environment produces the need for an alternative place 

that is a safe refuge - the teaching track where people with PhDs in science can have 

work-life balance. The caveat? The teaching faculty should expect only limited 

recognition, respect, pay and credit from the institution. So, if those are needed for a 

fulfilling work experience, that will be difficult to achieve as a teaching faculty, at least 

from the institution.  

In Part 2, I examine two concepts - recognition and respect - through my key 

informant’s metaphor ‘flying under the radar’. I conceptualize the radar as a mechanism 

of self-surveillance, using theories of neoliberal feminism (Gill, 2007; J. Williams, 

2001) to examine how being on/off the radar connects to (in)visibility and esteem. I 

find that, sustained through neoliberal governmentality, the teaching track is 

constructed as a ‘secret’ ruse where faculty may believe they can fly under the radar for 

a time and have the possibility of being recognized when their life-circumstances 

change to allow them to. Recognition and respect are elusive for many teaching faculty, 

because their long periods of being unseen renders them permanently less visible, fixed 

in one spot in their life course. 

In Part 3, issues of pay and credit are analyzed with the concepts of the glass 

ceiling and glass escalator (C.L. Williams, 1995, 2013) to address the question: How do 

invisible barriers impact the pay and credit bestowed on teaching faculty in the 
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neoliberal university? I find that the extrinsic factors pay and credit are entangled with 

the intrinsic factors respect and recognition. Individualized mandates for individual 

women teaching faculty to lean in are representations that ignore the invisibility and the 

unevenness of the glass ceiling, one that is produced institutionally and maintained 

through meritocratic discourses.  

In Part 4, I interrogate the concept of advancement. Utilizing the conceptual 

framework of inequality regimes (Acker, 2006, 2009), I explore the accessibility and 

terrain of the teaching faculty’s advancement paths and answer the question: How do 

inequality regimes shape or sever these paths? I argue that inequality regimes enforce 

steep hierarchies and empty systems of titles that render paths for the women teaching 

faculty’s advancement effectively blocked. At least in part, neoliberal ideology that 

centers the individual effects a lack of solidarity amongst the teaching faculty. From 

their perspective, it is difficult to see how their individual differences are miniscule in 

comparison to the gulf between them and those who rule them.  

Throughout the analysis, I also argue that men on the teaching faculty have a 

different experience than their female colleagues. Approaching their work with a 

relaxed attitude, they do not report struggling for recognition, respect, pay or credit, 

largely because they have it. Being a man in college science teaching defaults these 

factors to them, even the most junior man is elevated with more pay when his wife is 

pregnant. Impending parenthood is often disadvantaging for women, but it appears 

advantaging for men in this setting.   
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Finally, I discuss the limitations and implications of the broad conclusion that I 

draw: college science teaching is women’s work, for all the wrong reasons. It is 

women’s work because it is constructed around discourses of work-life balance, which 

benefits the neoliberal academy that is increasingly organized on low-cost, temporary, 

and flexible labor. Women on the teaching faculty can be depended on to be self-

disciplined and work hard. Over long periods of time, often while they have young 

families, they generally make few demands of their employers, and are often simply 

grateful to have jobs. They provide free reproductive labor in the domestic sphere and 

low-paid (re)productive labor as science educators. It needs a few men teaching too, 

and men are the only faculty who really benefit from this arrangement - they are 

respected because they are men in science, and they have true work-life balance 

because they are not working a second shift of household duties. Men on the teaching 

faculty provide false evidence that a career as teaching faculty is a ‘choice’ - one that 

‘allows’ women with PhDs in science to accentuate their femininity through paid work, 

domestic work, and ultimately reduced social status. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

The research literature on gender/teaching, university science teaching, and 

science/gender is robust; this study is situated at the contradictory intersection of these 

topics. Through ethnographic study of how gender shapes the experiences of teaching 

faculty in a physical science department at a research-intensive university, my research 

aim is to explain how inequity is produced and maintained by social structures.  

The subject position of Dr A, a hypothetical faculty member of the Physical 

Science Department at Big State University, USA, is a place to begin conceptualizing 

these gendered contradictions. Dr A teaches GenPS, the introductory course, on a 

semester-by-semester contract, in a non-tenure track role. Wanting to remain in this city 

for personal reasons after completing a PhD, Dr A stayed in the department, teaching two 

sections per semester. Ten years later, Dr A is still in this job and makes about $60,000 

per year. So, who is Dr A, and how does being a gendered body shape their experiences 

as physical science teaching faculty? 

Although the stereotypical scientist is a man, as supported by the classic “draw a 

scientist” test (Ferguson & Lezotte, 2020), mention ‘science teacher’ and gender 

stereotypes become troubled. A large majority of K-12 teachers in the United States are 

women (Digest of Education Statistics, 2018), which accords with it being largely 

perceived as a feminized occupation. Adding an additional complication, academia is 

more masculine-typed than teaching elementary or even high school (C. L. Williams, 
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1995). This is because higher education is socially sanctioned as a more-prestigious type 

of work (Blackmore & Kandiko, 2011; Coate & Howson, 2016) and prestige is achieved 

through activity in the public sphere (Matthaei, 1982). Disciplines that are higher-prestige 

due to funding or status, such as engineering, are predominantly men (David & 

Woodward, 2005). When women do participate in STEM disciplines in higher education, 

they are clustered at lower levels, such as assistant and adjunct professor, and severely 

underrepresented at full professor (Helba, Porter, Nicholson & Ivie, 2019; Rosser, 2012). 

Dana Britton explains these women often do not notice gendered marginalization in 

interactions, but it becomes salient when they identify structural and systemic barriers 

such as the glass ceiling (Britton, 2017). A woman working in STEM is positioned 

through structural and cultural factors to know “her place”, with the glass ceiling 

reinforced particularly in academia. This is because an individual usually must be viewed 

as a creative genius to access top levels of science, but genius is a normatively masculine 

subject position (Bevan & Gatrell, 2017).  Given this, it reasonable to conjecture that Dr 

A is a woman, working in a job where women are in the majority, but in a department 

that is majority men. There are a few men also in the non-tenure track, but the tenure 

track that does research is overwhelmingly comprised of men. This is an example of 

gender segregation amongst the scientific elite: even after earning PhDs, women still 

struggle to get to the top, and their work in the non-tenure track is largely teaching. This 

is inequitable because it positions women as lesser than men and teaching as lesser than 

research. 
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Hierarchies and gender-segregation are used to maintained men’s prestige in 

science academia. If hierarchy is understood as: “differentiations of policy and decision 

making capacities ascribed to positions in an apparatus of ruling" (Smith, 1990, p. 93), 

the apparatus of ruling constitutes a hegemonic culture of social stratification (Alexander 

& Mohanty, 2010). Gender systems create hierarchies in vertical and horizontal 

directions (Charles & Bradley, 2002); horizontal segregation clusters men into disciplines 

with greater currency in the capitalist political economy, such as STEM, and clusters 

women into disciplines associated with caring such as nursing and social work. Thus, 

analyzing science teaching in higher education through the lens of gender as a social 

system offers a “moment of rupture...where an occupation’s gender type and sex 

composition do not agree, [is an] opportunity to identify avenues through which change 

might be pursued” (Britton, 2000, p. 426). As will be explored in greater depth in the next 

section, academia is gendered, science is gendered, and their intersection is marginalizing 

for all bodies that are not normative – that is, bodies that are not readily identifiable as 

male, white, and heterosexual. To think about how to ameliorate this inequity, I situate 

the problem in contemporary neoliberal society as a framework to analyze how gender 

matters at the intersection of workplaces and science.  

 

GENDER AND SCIENCE IN CONTEMPORARY NEOLIBERAL SOCIETY 

The postwar Keynesian forms of institution building which shaped American 

society in the early 1960s have been reconstituted by neoliberal ideology where market 

forces shape social, political and economic life. Reliant on chimeric logics of a 
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meritocracy, neoliberal regimes compel individuals to accept responsibility for 

themselves but minimizes the social contract such that they are compelled to do little for 

others aside from exercising control and surveillance (Davies, 2006). Individuals may 

shape their own destinies through hard work and good choices under the mistaken 

assumption of fair competition in a free market (De Lissovoy & Cedillo, 2016).  

Wendy Brown (2015) explains that, in the context of late capitalism, "globally 

ubiquitous" (p. 21) neoliberalism operates as a distinct mode of reason and producer of 

subjects, taking “shape as a governing rationality extending a specific formulation of 

economic values, practice and metrics to every dimension of human life" (p. 30). A 

sensibility of humans as capital has produced, in recent decades worldwide, dramatically 

intensified economic inequality and made us vulnerable to economic fluctuations related 

to the ascendence of corporate finance and its intimacy with the state. Brown builds on 

Foucault’s formulation of governmentality, where docile bodies “may be subjected, used, 

transformed and improved” (1977, p. 137), shaped by a market model that extends to all 

aspects of our lives. Neoliberal capitalism places all responsibility onto individuals, 

whose human capital is developed for the use of corporations or the state, but in turn 

offers the individual only a weak guarantee of protection by these institutions. 

 

CAPITALISM AND THE GENDERING OF SCIENCE 

Normative STEM practice, the so-called scientific method, relies on western 

philosophy’s Cartesian duality: objectivity/subjectivity, rational/irrational, self/other, 
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male/female. The modern political economy of capitalism was integral to the formation 

of STEM disciplines (Harding, 1991, p. 33) and the expansion of the physical sciences 

was accomplished through activities that “reflect men’s dominant place in the social and 

natural world” (Connell, 1993, p. 31). Since STEM disciplines developed around, and are 

of central benefit to, capitalist economic productivity and national power, it is a relatively 

recent notion that women should be excluded from participating in STEM. As Kim 

Tolley details, in the early years of physics and chemistry being taught as secondary 

subjects, they were viewed as more suitable for young women because the classics (e.g. 

Latin and philosophy) were privileged domains due to their gatekeeping role in university 

admissions. During and after the industrial revolution, as STEM knowledge came to be 

leveraged for wage-earning potential through professions like engineering and medicine, 

physical sciences were re-inscribed as masculine domains that were too challenging for a 

delicate female mind, and were instead innately suited to the tough and objective (i.e. 

non- emotional) character of men (Tolley, 2003). Such a social narrative shaped STEM 

fields as masculine domains, and women are proscribed, or more recently tacitly 

discouraged, from pursuing them.  

The ‘scientific revolution’ of popular historical imagination is premised on 

philosophies of deductive logic, which idealizes “careful recording of observations in a 

disinterested, impartial, and totally objective way” (Wyer et al., 2013, p.xx). Hilary Rose 

(Rose, 1994) critiques this philosophy for its dichotomizing assumption that nature can 

be separated from culture and natural phenomena can be studied in a way that “holds up a 

glassy mirror to reality” (p. 16). When science views itself within this positivist 
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paradigm, the results of research are often “sexist and androcentric” (Harding, 2008, p. 

45), which “provides extraordinary convenient cover under which all sorts of prior beliefs 

about the world and its relation to science can, and do, subterraneously reside” (Keller, 

1985, p. 147). Indeed, because these prior beliefs are produced by patriarchal social 

systems, women have been marginalized from science through its dominant 

epistemologies and ontologies as well as through blatantly discriminatory social 

structures. 

Despite these gender stereotypes, some women have always pursued work in 

STEM fields. Yet, as evident in Margaret Rossiter’s careful tracing of the historical 

involvement of American women in STEM, until 1940 women’s participation was 

“carefully circumscribed and camouflaged” (Rossiter, 1982, p. 313) and every advance 

that women made in terms of education or qualifications was met with new structural 

barriers designed to impede their participation. The post-WWII years and into the 1970s 

are considered a golden age for science, but they became a very dark age for women in 

science with the “prevailing assumption…that though some women were present in 

science, they were at best invisible and at worst an embarrassment” (Rossiter, 1998, p. 

xvi). Quotas and discrimination kept women on the margins of science until social 

activism resulted in Title VII and Title IX, legislation that banned discrimination on the 

basis sex, race, and so forth in workplaces and educational institutions. 
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FEMINIST CRITIQUES OF SCIENCE’S MASCULINE CULTURE 

The post-cold war neoliberal political economy has produced diversity and 

inclusion narratives for women in STEM that center the interests of global capitalism and 

particularly the militarized state. Policies that focus simply on getting women into the 

pipeline do not seriously interrogate the androcentric status quo of science and its 

historiopolitical connections to capitalism and militarism (Harding, 1991, p. 33). Arguing 

for greater participation of American women to safeguard national competitiveness in 

business and defense also is often based on a subtext of xenophobia towards skilled 

‘foreign’ workers of from Asia or the Middle East (Metcalf, 2010). Neoliberal 

interventions do not challenge the culture and practices of STEM; indeed its very 

epistemic commitments, are marginalizing to the very groups it seeks to attract 

(Giordano, 2014; Harding, 2008). The predominance of men in, and the masculine 

culture of, scientific practice leads to bias against women in the types of problems that 

science seeks to solve and the ways they go about it (Fedigan, 1997). Ultimately, science 

can be redefined to be equitable but not through diversity alone. Rather, it involves 

reworking the very epistemologies, ontologies and even ethics upon which Eurowestern 

science is premised (e.g., Barad, 2007; Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1989). 

Synthesizing characteristics of feminist research in the sciences, Sandra Harding 

(1989) suggests that feminist researchers’ work does not just include women, it analyzes 

gender and its consequences. Such research centers women’s experiences as a resource to 

generate its problematics. Also, to engage in a robust and gender-sensitive praxis, the 

researcher should “be placed on the same critical plane as the overt subject matter” (p. 
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29). In so doing, a critical gaze must be leveled as much at the construct of science as at 

the construct of gender. Complicating standpoint theory, the concept of situated 

knowledge, partial and locatable, is a means for providing sustenance for solidarity in 

politics and shared conversations in epistemology (Haraway, 1988). Interrogating the 

nature of reality itself, Karen Barad proposes that ‘agential realism’ is an epistemological, 

ontological, and ethical framework that addresses how society and culture shape 

scientific knowledge production. Agential reality is not a static belief system but is 

continually changing by meaning-making practices (Barad, 2007). Overall, a feminist 

view of science includes the reclamation, from within science, of science as a human 

instead of masculine project, and the renunciation of the division of emotion and 

intellectual labor that maintains science as a male preserve (Keller, 1985). Nevertheless, 

while exposing the androcentricism of STEM practice is a step towards dismantling its 

contribution to the patriarchy, we must also keep in mind that science is best understood 

as co-constituted with colonialism and capitalism and many feminist deconstructions of 

science fail to recognize how it is also racist and classist (Subramaniam et al., 2016). 

Therefore, having explored feminist understandings of the nature of science to understand 

why STEM is normatively masculine, I turn to feminist theory more generally for an 

analytical framework.  

STANDPOINT THEORY 

Connecting critiques of science to develop feminist theory. Sandra Harding 

explains that feminist “standpoint is an achievement, not an ascription” (Harding, 2008, 
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p. 120).  Standpoint feminism, with roots in Marxist theory, casts doubt onto the notion 

of human nature, explaining that gender is not an essential characteristic but rather one 

that is socially produced. Since the patriarchy is a sociocultural construct, constituted 

through capitalism, gender is produced through it. Yet, standpoint feminism critiques 

Marx’s inadequate theorization of gender relations and oppression. Dorothy Smith 

contends that "the standpoint of women situates the inquirer in the site of her bodily 

existence and in the local actualities of her working world " (Smith, 1990, p. 28). That is, 

women have a unique perspective based on particular experiences as the oppressed 

gender within a capitalist political economy. These experiences are shaped by “relations 

of ruling” (p. 93), power hierarchies that produce governing ideology in a society. In 

academia, for example, women are significantly disadvantaged by relations of ruling, as 

evidenced by exclusion from “the processes of setting standards, producing social 

knowledge, acting as 'gatekeepers' over what is admitted into the system of distribution, 

innovating in thought of knowledge or values, and in other ways participating as 

authorities in the ideological work done in the educational process" (Smith, 1987, p. 27). 

According to Harding, standpoint feminism, by starting off from women’s lives on the 

margins, and following “the logic of inquiry from below” offers a framework to radically 

interrogate and reimagine these ruling relations (Harding, 2008, p. 121). 

IDENTITY POLITICS AND NEOLIBERAL FEMINISM 

Standpoint feminism rejects second wave feminism’s privileging of identity 

claims over wealth redistribution (Fraser, 2012). While the feminist movement has 
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radically transformed society since the early 1900s, neoliberal governmentality folds its 

discourses into the patriarchy. Nancy Fraser, connecting identity politics with the 

contemporary hegemony of neoliberal feminism, argues that identity politics misses links 

between individual and institutional modes of marginalization, because marginalization 

does not manifest through “free-floating cultural representations or discourses. It is 

perpetrated...through institutionalized patterns" (Fraser, 2000, p. 114). When culture 

shifted to be more inclusive of differences in gender identity, this turn "dovetailed all too 

neatly with a rising neoliberalism that wanted nothing more than to repress all memory of 

social egalitarianism" because the neoliberal discourse held up individualism within a 

rubric of meritocracy (Fraser, 2012, pp. 5-6).  

Thus, policy interventions related to gender, in eurowestern democracies, tend to 

be aligned with (neo)liberal feminisms, also called postfeminism (Gill, 2007). This ‘Lean 

In’ feminism (Sandberg, 2013) places all the burden on women and leaves patriarchal 

structures intact, and male privilege unchallenged. Postfeminism is a distinctive 

sensibility - comprised of interrelated themes/femininity as a bodily property/emphasis on 

self-surveillance, monitoring, self-discipline/focus on individualism, choice, and 

empowerment (Gill, 2007, p.147). While asserting that women should have choices, self-

determination, and an equal opportunity to participate in society along with men, 

postfeminism also takes the basic structure of the nuclear family for granted. Thus, it is 

an ideology that problematically ignores the sociopolitics of carework, provided by 

mainly women, often working-class and racially minoritized. Careworkers’ labor - 

teaching, parenting, looking after the aged, doing domestic chores- is a fundamental 
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public good with benefits that reach far beyond its direct recipients, but it is done for 

devalued wages and given low status (England, 2005a). Therefore, neoliberal feminism is 

problematic because, among other things, it advances the agendas of some middle-class 

white women at the expense of women of color.   

Although postfeminism most concerningly reifies class structures and white 

supremacy, all women are to some extent harmed by this ideology. Catherine Rottenberg 

(2018) explores how neoliberal feminism affects middle class, eurowestern women and 

argues that happiness is often interpreted as a social ideal, and the notion of a woman’s 

work-life balance reinscribes the desirability of having both a profession and normative 

family. Neoliberal feminism presents balance as its normative frame and ultimate ideal, 

so an explanation of women having ‘chosen’ work-life balance and willingly entered 

marginalization in their workplaces fits into the logic of this frame.  Problematizing such 

a logic can move us to a deeper understanding of the political, economic, and social 

forces that have placed women not in a position to make a choice but rather respondents 

to the heteronormative constraints of the patriarchy.   

POSTSTRUCTURAL THEORY 

Poststructural theory also addresses why and how second-wave feminisms offer 

conflicting explanations for social problems related to gender, such as why women are 

emotionally invested in carework despite being exploited. Prominently, Judith Butler 

(e.g., Butler, 1990) argues that standpoint feminism’s claims of being representative of 

women, and of the patriarchy as a universal, is problematic (p. 3), and that gender is a set 
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of relations rather than an individual attribute: “gender ought not to be construed as a 

stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts follow; rather gender is an 

identity tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized 

repetition of acts” (p. 140). This theory of gender performativity builds on 

poststructuralism, particularly the work of Foucault, with the basic premise that a range 

of possible normal subject positions are open to women. Instead, the concept of power 

mediates these subjectivities, and the performances that accompany subjectivities are 

highly contextualized and releasing ‘woman’ from a unitary category, “is to expand the 

possibilities of what it means to be a woman and in this sense to condition and enable an 

enhanced sense of agency" (Butler, 1994, p. 16). Performativities which ‘undo’ gender 

and challenge normative conceptions of gender, such as female scientists and male 

teachers, may spur on social transformation of gender relations (Butler, 2004), but 

poststructuralism does not offer a coherent framwork for how gender is a social 

production at multiple structural levels. 

GENDER AS A SOCIAL SYSTEM 

Feminist sociologists, recognizing the contributions of theorists described in the 

previous sections, have constructed an explanatory framework that conceptualizes 

gender as a social structure that dynamically produces inequity on multiple levels. 

Maria Charles (Charles, 2008) contends that neoliberal meritocratic value systems 

produce inequality because "group differentiated outcomes are deemed legitimate as 

long as these are understood to reflect free choices by autonomous agents" (p. 51), and 
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argues for structural theory that accounts for gender’s “variable salience across time 

and space" (p. 53). Building on the idea that gender is produced and maintained through 

social processes that include socialization, the actions of social institutions, and 

interaction among people (West & Zimmerman, 1987), Barbara Risman contends that 

institutions shape cultures and “create action indirectly by shaping actors' perceptions 

of their interests and directly by constraining choice” (Risman, 1998, p. 27). Thus, 

gender might be conceptualized as a multitiered social structure (Risman, 2004a). The 

tiers, from micro to macro, are institutional, interactional, and individual. Each of these 

dimensions creates mechanisms that contribute to inequitable outcomes, in various 

ways.   

Conceptualizing gender as a social structure “allows us to try to disentangle the 

‘how’ questions without presuming that there is one right answer, for all places, times, 

and contexts” (Risman 2004, p. 441). While the content of gender beliefs is not 

universal, it most closely matches the experiences of dominants - white middle class 

heterosexual men - and produces culturally hegemonic gender stereotypes. These 

stereotypes are institutionalized in media, in law and public policy, and in 

organizational practices, and they act as the default rules of gender (Ridgeway, 2009). 

The gender system (re)produces inequity because it structures social patterns and 

compels people to operate in particular ways that make it very difficult to take action 

outside of this order, by dichotomizing differences between men and women, 

attributing superior status to the male standard, and positioning femininity as a 

contradiction to masculinity (Hirdman, 1990). Maria Charles and Karen Bradley (2009) 
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assert that a strong emphasis on self-expression in advanced industrial societies works 

to amplify gender-essentialist stereotypes and leads women not only to make choices 

that they perceive as consistent with feminine roles, but to ascribe such choices as an 

expression of their essential femininity. Their work then highlights the role that time 

and place play in shaping gender segregation, as it is not necessarily consistent across 

history and across the world. 

GENDERED OCCUPATIONS AND SEPARATE SPHERES 

 

Institutions such as workplaces are organized around a gendered system of social 

relations that create and reproduce inequality (Acker, 1990). At the interactional level, 

status and competence expectations, biased by hegemonic gender beliefs, accumulate and 

result in substantially different paths for women and men who otherwise have similar 

social backgrounds (Ridgeway & Correll, 2004). Finally, at the individual level, identity 

work and socialization are two ways gender is “done” through activities, “perceptual, 

interactional, and micropolitical,” that men and women undertake because their 

intelligibility in most social contexts depends on it (West & Zimmerman, 1987, p. 126). 

Taken together, the levels contribute powerful forces that result to generally concentrate 

women in lower-paying and lower-prestige areas compared to men (Acker, 1990), which 

resonates with the ideology of separate spheres. Separate spheres’ origins can be traced to 

the Industrial Revolution, yet it continues to influence contemporary postindustrial labor 

markets (Matthaei, 1982). Historically, it provided a powerful narrative that supposed a 

commonsense division of labor between men and women, where men should be the 
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breadwinners who venture into the labor market, and women should specialize in 

reproductive labor in a home that provides refuge from the outside world.  

Since the 1960s, as US women have participated in the labor force in numbers 

converging with men, separate spheres ideology has morphed alongside capitalism. 

While women often expect to work outside the home, their work is often feminized and 

they have not relinquished responsibility for reproductive labor. Although there is 

evidence that men in recent cohorts have begun to share more family and household 

responsibilities, the bulk of this still falls to women, suggesting that strong vestiges of 

‘separate sphere’ ideologies remain (Hochschild & Machung, 2012). For example, 

Pamela Stone’s research into the elite, white, heterosexual women who ‘opted out’ of 

work in their 30s and 40s showed that even at their high levels of prestige at work, 

women face a “motherhood bar” and opting out is more accurately described as being 

shut out (Stone, 2007). Often when this happens, their partners assume the role of family 

breadwinner whose careers are privileged in the family unit, and these high-achieving 

women may engage in so-called “intensive mothering” (Hays, 1998). Both of these social 

practices contribute to feedback loops that marginalize women from workplaces by 

buffering men from reproductive labor and curate wealthy children’s achievement. This 

is an example of opportunity hoarding (Tilly, 1998); socioeconomic shifts have 

concentrated U.S. household wealth amongst the top one percent, while middle and 

working-class parents are increasingly likely to be working multiple jobs with stagnant 

wages, making intensive parenting inaccessible. 



 26 

HORIZONTAL AND VERTICAL OCCUPATIONAL GENDER SEGREGATION 

 

Occupations are gender segregated horizontally, with women and men 

concentrated in different occupational settings, and vertically, with women and men in 

the same setting assigned different duties (Reskin & Padavic, 1994).  Horizontally, the 

separate spheres of home and work have morphed into women and men occupying 

largely separate occupations within the formal labor force, where women are clustered 

into occupations that are consistent with the traditionally feminine role of caring for 

others and supporting others in a subservient role (Englnd, 2005a).  Vertical segregation 

is produced through “hegemonic gender beliefs … embedded in organizational 

structures" (Ridgeway & Correll, 2004, p. 524). Taken together, vertical and horizontal 

segregation lead to lower earnings and social status for women (Reskin & Padavic, 

1994), while enhancing men’s economic power and also maintains their “essential 

difference - and personal sense of superiority over - women” (Williams, 1989, p. 133). 

Therefore, in middle class work like K-12 teaching, nursing, social work is normatively 

feminized, while work in engineering or technology, which requires a commensurate 

amount of education, is construed as more masculine (C. L. Williams, 1995). 

GENDER SEGREGATION IN STEM  

 

The STEM fields, normatively masculine, are male-dominated due to both 

horizontal and vertical segregation. Women, especially in post-industrial eurowestern 

societies, are deterred from STEM participation due to strong gender essentialist ideology 
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and self-expressive value systems, which convince them that “sacrificing material 

rewards in order to pursue a passion is more culturally legitimate - especially for women 

who are generally not expected to be primary breadwinners” (Charles & Bradley, 2009, 

p. 960). Gender-essentialist stereotypes are the premise for role-congruity theory, which 

hypothesizes that when women are socialized into a strong communal goal orientation 

they will  favor roles that involve helping and working with other people, and men are 

socialized to favor individual agency and achievement (Diekman et al., 2010). Because 

physical sciences and engineering are culturally constructed as competitive fields that 

focus on abstract concepts and not consistent with communal goals, it follows that 

women will be less interested in pursuing those pathways. If women do enter STEM, they 

are likely are likely to be in subfields or positions that are more feminized, due both to 

discrimination and to gender essentialism (England, 2010), which makes these fields also 

vertically segregated.  

Empirical work demonstrates that the limited numbers of women who pursue 

STEM education and career pathways experience heightened vertical and horizontal 

gender segregation as well as sexism and discrimination.  Science’s “culturally pervasive 

association” with masculinity (Keller, 1985, p. 71) affects girls’ and young women’s 

affinity for and interest in it, with inadequate supply of women in ‘the pipeline’ being a 

major factor in women’s underrepresentation in fields such as engineering and computer 

science (Xie & Shauman, 2003). In STEM settings where women are numerical rarities, 

that is, tokens (Kanter, 1977), national reports document experiences of sexism, 

discrimination, and marginalization (e.g., Funk & Parker, 2018; National Academies of 
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Sciences & Medicine, 2018; J.C. Williams, 2014). Based on their interview study of 

male-dominated STEM workplaces, Valerie Bevan and Caroline Gattrell (Bevan & 

Gatrell, 2017) argue that through “masculinist discourse, men were able to continue their 

dominance and the women did not have the opportunity to challenge men's authority" (p. 

74). They propose that four mechanisms work together to ensure a woman in a STEM 

"know[s] her place” and remains positioned at the margins throughout her career. STEM 

workplaces have subtly masculine cultures that privilege male scientists, which competes 

with women having “secret careers” at home and often downplay their career aspirations 

to keep the peace with husbands. Added to this is the condition of m[o]therhood, whereby 

mere potential for maternity consigns women to the role of the ‘other’. Finally, an 

individual usually must be viewed as a creative genius to access top levels of science, but 

because ‘genius’ is normatively masculine it is virtually inaccessible to girls and women 

(Bevan & Gatrell, 2017). Amongst PhD students in physical science, women are seen as 

experts less frequently than their male peers despite often being asked to help peers in 

ways that do not benefit their own development (Hirshfield, 2011). Other studies show 

that this type of degradation is reinforced through condescending treatment by PhD 

supervisors, for example by interrupting and answering questions for them during 

research group meetings (Smith-Doerr, 2015). Thus, for women with high levels of 

education in STEM, their workplaces are frequently hostile and marginalizing 

environments. 

Although STEM workplaces with greater representation of women, such as in 

biology-related disciplines, do exist, they are also affected by masculine norms of STEM 
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as well as gender structures. Supply-side factors, however, are only well-explained by 

individual choice if it is “given that career choices reflect broad social structure and as 

such reinforce gender segregation of occupations” (Xie & Shauman, 2003, p. 211), which 

is supported by role congruity theory (Diekman et al., 2010). Role congruity constructs 

some STEM careers to be alternative sites that are ‘better for women’, but “women pay a 

special price for rejecting elite science … [because these] alternative sites are lower 

status, sometimes unsafe, and financially precarious " (Eisenhart & Finkel, 1998, pp. 230-

231). Moreover, Eisenhart and Finkel’s analysis of their ethnographies of four female-

dominated science workplaces indicates that gender-neutral discourses made success 

possible mainly for the those who could act as ideal workers (J. Williams, 2001) able to 

follow norms that are socially and culturally most available to middle-class, heterosexual, 

white men. Although all of these factors work together to marginalize women in STEM, 

their individual social positioning also factors into how they explain gender 

discrimination. In a survey study of professional women in STEM-related workplaces, 

those who were the primary breadwinner working in an unsupportive organization are 

most likely to explain inequality on a structural level. On the other hand, married white 

women were the most likely to legitimate the status quo by offering meritocratic 

explanations of inequality (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010). 

OCCUPATIONAL GENDER SEGREGATION IN ACADEMIA 

 

The United States’ education sector is a stark example of how gendered 

occupational segregation maps to status (Britton, 2017; Rosser, 2004; C. L. Williams, 
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1995). Women comprise 67 percent of K-16 teachers and faculty, but there are 

considerable gendered disproportions within the sector; women are ~95 percent of 

elementary faculty, ~60 percent of secondary faculty, and ~50 percent of postsecondary 

faculty (Digest of Education Statistics, 2018). Within postsecondary education there is 

additional gender segregation corresponding to level of prestige, which Joan Acker 

(2006) conceptualizes as inequality regimes.  These regimes function to maintain the 

systematic disparities between participants in power, opportunity, and rewards such as 

pay and job security (Acker, 2006).  

Horizontal segregation means that male teachers are clustered in areas that are 

higher prestige. In K-12 they are a numerical minority but are more likely to be math and 

science teachers, and in postsecondary, women are clustered into fields such as social 

work and nursing while men dominate fields that are better-funded and better-

remunerated such as engineering (Li & Koedel, 2017). Vertical segregation means that 

research and tenure-track positions are more likely to be held by men, while less secure 

positions, contingent and responsible for teaching, tend to be occupied by women 

(Glazer-Raymo, 1999; Thwaites & Pressland, 2017). Dorothy Smith (1987) attributes this 

pattern to “powerful structures of professional control…[which] means that women are 

largely restricted to teaching, that their work is subject to continual review, and that 

reappointment is conditional upon conformity" (Smith, 1987, p. 29).  Faced with 

marginalization by these inequality regimes, women reclaim agency by explaining their 

lower status as a choice, one that is shaped by competing forces of outside and domestic, 

in service of work-life balance (Acker, 2006). By veiling ideologies of separate spheres 
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in “the language of self-fulfillment” (Williams, 2001, p. 39), choice rhetoric of work-life 

balance can be traced to neoliberal feminist ideology. 

NEOLIBERAL ACADEMIA AND CONTINGENT FACULTY IN STEM 

 

Just as it has infiltrated and redeployed feminism in service of marketized logics 

(Fraser, 2012), neoliberalism has also profoundly transformed academia. Through 

“divisive, individualising practices” (Gill, 2016, p. 241), academic employment has 

become increasingly precarious, with numbers of contingent faculty rising steadily and 

replacing more secure tenure-track positions. Women make up 42% of the higher tenure-

track positions and 52% of the lower contingent positions (Digest of Education Statistics, 

2016). Numbers of faculty working on a contingent basis began increasing substantially 

after 1972’s Equal Employment Act and Title IX, part of a “quest for mechanisms that 

would expand opportunities for women” (Glazer-Raymo, 1999, p. 57). As dual tracks 

became an acceptable hiring strategy, contingent faculty could be brought on to teach 

courses with significantly lower costs and greater flexibility than tenure-track faculty. 

Precarity disproportionately marginalizes women and people of color (Davies & Bansel, 

2007). In academia, this rationality produces precarity that functions through two 

entangled ideologies, which Robin Zheng terms myths (Zheng, 2018). The myth of the 

meritocracy and the myth of work as its own reward obscure scrutiny into the problems 

that precarity produces. As neoliberal faculty are individualized, responding to notions of 

merit and work as personal fulfillment, they (re)construct workplaces for an ideal worker 

– white, male – while also marginalizing those bodies – female, racialized – that differ 
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from the norm. The governing rationality surrounding myths also diverts collective 

attention away from injustice towards neoliberal metrics and economic values. This 

precarity affects all faculty, because increasing casualization enables funding cuts, 

department closures, and threats to academic freedom.  

Precarious academic work also reproduces and magnifies inequity. Because 

women and faculty of color entered the academy in significant numbers alongside 

neoliberalization, “the structural configuration of the two-tier system in conjunction with 

wider social inequalities would be sufficient to undermine [women's] chances at success 

[...] But what this means is that real patterns in the world - the actual dearth of women 

and academics of color in tenure-track positions - reinforce stereotypes about their lack of 

scholarly ability” (Zheng, 2018). Theresa O’Keefe and Aline Courtois show how this 

reinforcement works in an interview study of women contingent faculty (O’Keefe & 

Courtois, 2019). Their informants reported having been denied the basic elements 

integral to academic labor such as the ability to pursue their own research and teaching 

interests. The respondents reported lack of research leave and academic freedom along 

with stunted career progression. Simultaneously, their male peers with similar credentials 

advanced through the ranks because they were relieved from service and teaching 

responsibilities that were filled instead by the precarious labor of women. The burden of 

extra service particularly impacted women of color, whose service extended to being 

unofficial mentors and confidantes to students of color. As such, the neoliberalization of 

higher education creates stratification that allows inequity to flourish under the guise of 

meritocracy. 
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In the case of STEM, the contingent track also provides women with a means to 

retain their essential femininity through a dual subjectivity as teacher while retaining 

affiliation with their disciplinary training as scientists. A literature review shows that 

women’s exclusion from the tenure track of STEM academia is commonly ascribed to 

their having made choices to pursue work-life balance because of a perception that the 

research track has an inhospitable culture that marginalizes women and minorities (Fox et 

al., 2017). Empirical work supports this (Chapman et al., 2011; Grunert & Bodner, 2011). 

For example, in focus groups and interviews involving over 800 male and female 

chemistry academics, a main reason given for a lack of women in the tenure track was the 

demands for their domestic labor that kept them out of higher-prestige academic work 

(Chapman et al., 2011). In a smaller interview study, women STEM graduate students in 

chemistry felt pressure to change their personalities and stop spending time with family 

and friends if they were to enter the research track of academia (Grunert & Bodner, 

2011). These explanations are commonly interpreted as individual preferences, but they 

are closely linked to other levels of the gender system (Risman, 2009) and have systemic 

consequences. Framing the question of who does carework as a freely-made choice by 

women who want work-life balance ignores how it manifests as a pattern that excludes 

women from science research and clusters them into lower-status roles such as teaching. 

When science is content with explanations that invoke individual choice as opposed to 

structural barriers, hierarchies in status and power are left unchallenged. This leaves a 

disproportionate number of women with reduced earning potential and job security. In 

addition, when STEM research is predominantly conducted by middle-class, white men, 
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feminist scholars have argued it affects the shape and content of STEM epistemologies 

and ontologies (Harding, 1991; Haraway, 1988). 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

a fruitful line of research will be to explore the relationship between work 

transformation and neoliberalism, which, according to some scholars, is 

inherently biased against women (Williams et al., 2012, p. 570) 

 

My research extends the literature reviewed in the preceding sections by 

exploring how the gender system perpetuates inequity in a masculine-normed field – 

STEM – and a masculine normed workplace – academia – and how its workings are 

complicated by a third factor – teaching- that is feminine-normed. It is my goal to “peer 

behind the drapes that hide the strategic coproduction of privilege and disadvantage, 

revealing the micro practices by which privilege and structural decay come to be 

produced, sustained, reproduced, embodied, and contested” (Weis & Fine, 2012, p. 175). 

Physical Science PhDs finding work in higher education but being clustered in teaching 

presents a compelling case of disjuncture because they are simultaneously defying and 

fulfilling expectations for the types of work that women and men are socialized to do. 

Given these factors, I advance the following set of questions to guide my dissertation 

research: 

o How do privileges and disadvantages produced by the gender system 

impact the work lives of the contingent teaching faculty in physical 

science? 
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o In what ways do teaching faculty engage in reproduction of the gender 

system through neoliberal, postfeminist ideology? Alternatively, in what 

ways do teaching faculty contest the gender system and neoliberal, 

postfeminist ideology? 

My questions are consequential because STEM is a site of power within academia 

and the broader society. The systemic marginalization of women from the production of 

new knowledge in physical science, through our exclusion from the ranks of research 

professorship, is a social problem. The tracking of women into the lower-status realm of 

non-tenure track is an effect of this marginalization. Deconstructing this tracking can help 

us understand why equity for women in the physical sciences remains elusive. Because 

contestation provides paths to social change and lessening inequities, tracing the ways 

that these social actors demonstrate agency and resist gendered patterns can show us 

ways to change the systems that contribute to marginalization and exclusion. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

In educational research using ethnographic methodology, the object of study is 

determined by the researcher's positionality and social issues that manifest at the 

intersection of politics, economics, and culture. My own social ontology (Hammersley, 

1989) orients me to problems or situations I deem interesting, and research goals grow 

out of these problems. Thus, the object of study is a particular area of social life, with 

some foregrounded concerns, but with an exploratory orientation (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2007). For example, I am interested in the physical science disciplines, in 

teachers, and in gender equity. Therefore, the site where my ethnographic work is done 

should feature these factors. Within the site, narrowing down the objects of study can be 

facilitated by some guiding questions (Ravitch & Carl, 2015): What situations at this site 

are relevant for the topic? When does the issue become visible? What are the settings 

within the site, how might these be sampled? However, it is important to recognize that 

settings are "not naturally occurring phenomena, they are constituted and maintained 

through cultural definitions and social strategies" (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 32). 

So, settings' boundaries are continually shifting through processes of redefinition and 

negotiation, which means that ethnographic research, though conducted in a particular 

site, will necessarily include exposure to and analyses of a wider social structure. As 

related to my own research interests, the object is the non-tenure track faculty in a 
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physical science department, and their settings dynamically overlap and interact with 

other faculty, staff and students in the department, with the University, and with the 

broader system of academia. 

Related to a social ontology, selecting an object of study should be congruent with 

the initial theoretical frameworks that a researcher brings to bear. Bronislaw Malinowski 

(1922) calls this the foreshadowed problem, remarking that: 

Good training in theory, and acquaintance with its latest results, is not identical 

with being burdened with ‘preconceived ideas’... Preconceived ideas are 

pernicious in any scientific work, but foreshadowed problems are the main 

endowment of a scientific thinker, and these problems are first revealed to the 

observer by his ‘theoretical studies’ (Malinowski, 1922, p. 9) 

 

Theoretical study is the foundation of my value orientation. My social justice orientation 

guided my inquiry towards the intersection of gender and science teaching. Also, because 

feminist research is necessarily linked to action, my aim is for my research to be used in 

social criticism. I hold fundamental the notion that certain groups in my setting are 

privileged over others, oppression is reproduced more egregiously when subordinates 

accept their social status as natural or inevitable, and that all forms of oppression should 

be analyzed and challenged (Carspecken, 1996, pp. 6-7). In short, I aim to take a familiar 

situation, instructors teaching college physical science, and use ethnography to 

complicate it. 

Ethnography inheres the concept of theory entangled with practice (Foley, 1990). 

Thus the role of theory and the role of the researcher are dialectical, since what is 

observed and becomes data is entangled with the researcher’s positionality (Britzman, 

1995) - my own being an interest in social justice in science, particularly around 
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questions of gender equity and participation in the physical sciences, prompted by a 

return to academia after having majored in physical science, started and dropped out of a 

PhD in that field, and worked as a high school science teacher. Given this, my 

ethnographic praxis is reflexive and involves using emergent researcher-generated data to 

inform research design (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). To generate “illuminating and 

resonant theory grounded in trustworthy data” (Lather, 1991, p. 65), my ethnographic 

methods included purposely sampling participants, engaging in participant observation, 

and semi-structured interviewing. Michael Burawoy describes ethnography as “writing 

about the world from standpoint of participant observation” (Burawoy, 1998, p. 6), 

allowing me to dig beneath binaries of researcher-teacher, tenure-track and non-tenure 

track, permanent-temporary with a context amongst the contingent faculty in science that 

accentuates tensions in gender, education, and science. Ethnographic reflexivity embraces 

participation because the researcher influences a social order by interacting with it, and 

the influence and the reaction changes over time. Each time a participant-observer enter 

the field, they are testing hypotheses that were generated from previous interactions, so 

fieldwork can be viewed as “a sequence of experiments that continue until one's theory is 

in sync with the world one studies” (pp. 17-18). This is similar to the theory of method 

that Lois Weis and Michelle Fine (Weis & Fine, 2012) call critical bifocality, which starts 

with (1) deep work within a “fracture”, which is particular social injustice or issue, (b) 

relational analyses between the object of inquiry and relevant bordering groups, and (c) 

tracing the structural connections to social, economic, and political forces (Weis & Fine, 

2004, p. 78). As such, ethnographic methodology works to extend theory not through 
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generalizing beyond a context but by tracing out from micro through meso to macro 

social forces, and thus it is resonant with the matrix used to conceptualize how the gender 

system works across individual, interpersonal and institutional levels. For my study, I 

spent time with each participant one-on-one, attended their classes for consecutive weeks 

and months, sat in on and worked with students during office hours, participated in 

meetings where several faculty together planned lessons and curricula, participated in 

meetings related to their work on committees and in the Sciences College, and also 

interviewed four research faculty as representatives of the institution. 

DISCOVERING THE RESEARCH SITE 

Given my research interests in gender equity and science education, I chose my 

site with these features in mind and used, as Joey Sprague suggests, my biography as a 

resource (Sprague, 2016, pp. 137-140). My academic and research background is in 

physical science. After starting a PhD in that discipline directly after college, I left after 

getting married and then worked as a high school science teacher for about a decade. 

After returning to academia to pursue a doctorate in STEM Education, I became aware 

of the stratification of physical science faculty over several semesters of engagement 

with the College of Natural Sciences. While I was a research assistant responsible for 

literature research on a curriculum development project, I met and worked with a senior 

lecturer, Dr Welles, who was participating on the committee. At the end of the 

semester, I reached out to her because I wanted to connect with the physical science 

faculty on matters related to teaching and learning. Since Dr Welles was, that year, 
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serving in a leadership/evaluative role for the teaching faculty, she suggested that I 

organize a discussion forum for them. So, with her assistance, I led hour-long lunch 

discussions approximately every two weeks, with the pizza provided. I decided on 

times and topics by sending out a Doodle Poll and asking the teaching faculty to vote 

about suggested topics. There was usually fairly good attendance at these forums, with 

around four or five teaching faculty consistently present and a smattering of graduate 

students interested in education, for a total of around ten participants. For the first 

forum, I prepared a full presentation but discovered that practically the first slide 

elicited so much discussion that I was only able to get through about a quarter of what I 

had planned. For subsequent sessions, I sent out discussion questions in advance and 

found that the attendees engaged freely and passionately with the topics. The teaching 

faculty thanked me for my efforts and expressed happiness that they were discussing 

teaching with colleagues who they otherwise got few chances to see or speak with. The 

two main things that I noticed during these sessions, which are informed by my own 

positionality, were that gendered dynamics existed in the forum, with the male 

participants speaking more frequently and holding the floor for longer than their female 

colleagues. Yet, there were more female teaching faculty than male teaching faculty in 

attendance, reflecting the gender breakdown of this group. I wanted to learn more about 

what was going on with gender dynamics on this faculty. 
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ETHNOGRAPHIC PARTICIPATION 

The object of inquiry, teaching faculty in the physical science department, are a 

group of approximately seventy five percent women. This is a contrast to a tenure-track 

with a male-female ratio of approximately 6:1, or about eighty-five percent men1. The 

teaching faculty are responsible for many of the physical science department’s 

introductory and mid-level courses. These courses function as ‘service’ courses for other 

majors and pre-professional tracks. That is, they are required for continuing in certain 

majors, with some even having grade requirements to continue in these majors. The 

teaching faculty have earned PhDs in their discipline and some have been postdoctoral 

researchers as well. Their training is, therefore, roughly analogous to their tenure-track 

colleagues. While they are ”acting as 'gatekeepers' over what is admitted into the system 

of distribution, innovating in thought of knowledge or values, and in other ways 

participating as authorities in the ideological work done in the educational process" 

(Smith, 1987, p. 27), the teaching faculty are publicly categorized and treated as a 

separate and less prestigious group than those on the tenure-track. While the lowest-

earning member of the tenure-track faculty, a female assistant professor, has a published 

salary of approximately $100,000, all the teaching faculty, some of whom have been at 

the institution for over a decade, earn less than $80,000. This information is summarized 

in Table 1. The teaching faculty are accorded authority over curriculum and instruction 

for undergraduates but are so clearly at lower status, and this suggests that teaching is 

relatively less valued than research in this department. 

 
1 the ratio of full male professors to full female professors is approximately 20:1 
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The female teaching faculty have overcome horizontal segregation to join a male-

dominated discipline. Yet, they have been blocked from full participation in this 

discipline through vertical segregation and are limited to doing the female-normed work 

of teaching. The male teaching faculty are in a discipline that matches their gender, yet 

are doing less prestigious work than the gender patterns would lead us to expect. 
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Table 1: Numbers of women and men faculty in the department, by level, and average 

yearly salary for each level. 

 

 Department total Research faculty Teaching faculty 

men 31 26 5 

women 16 5 11 

Average pay xxxxxxxxx $200K  

(range $100K - 

$340K; 3 of the 5 

women are at 

~$100K) 

$60K  

(range ~$40K-$80K; 

men were both at the 

lower and upper end) 
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The university where the study was conducted perpetuates vertical and horizontal 

gender segregation. Women in the tenure-track account for less than forty percent of the 

total faculty (Kim, 2016) and the percent of women decreases by level; in 2012 the 

assistant professor level had just over forty percent women while full professors were just 

over twenty percent women (Historical Gender Equity Data, 2016). Faculty in 

engineering and the natural sciences are approximately twenty percent women, mostly 

clustered in civil/architectural engineering and the biological sciences2. In contrast, the 

nursing, social work, and education faculty are majority women, at approximately ninety 

five percent, eighty percent, and sixty percent, respectively. 

Since all aspects of ethnographic work are guided by theory, selection of the site 

and participants is guided by theoretical/purposive sampling (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

Elements of purposive sampling start by defining the setting by demarcating its 

boundaries, then creating a conceptual frame to help “uncover, confirm, qualify the basic 

processes and constructs that undergird the study” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 31). A range of 

theoretical constructs offers definitions of ‘purposive’, but common for the definitions of 

this approach is to seek diversity in selecting participants as defined by the goals of the 

study- that is, to examine how the gender system impacts the occupational experiences of 

teaching faculty. Participants may be selected from various contexts, following the work 

of Erving Goffman (Goffman, 1959) on performance of self. For example, Jan Nespor 

 
2  psychology and the social sciences are categorized as liberal arts rather than natural sciences, this is 

different from the NSF’s categories 
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(Nespor, 1997) wanted to understand how ideas of space and place were formed through 

attendance at a magnet school, so selected children from the neighborhood and beyond as 

well as those who had been at their present address for a long time and those who had 

moved recently. In addition, Mary Pattillo (Pattillo, 2013), in a study of a majority-Black 

middle-class neighborhood, sought to engage participants of different ages, social groups 

and occupations. If categories are used to select participants, though, one must hew 

closely to theory and avoid imposing classifications without paying close attention to 

how members themselves classify events (Eckert, 1989; Emerson et al., 1995). Finally, 

the term 'sampling' has been disputed due to its genesis in positivist paradigms, and the 

term 'participant selection' may be preferred (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). I follow Weis and 

Fine (2004), acknowledging both that it is always important to resist essentialism that 

takes social categories as coherent and ‘real’, and that these categories “become real 

inside institutional life, yielding dire political and economic consequences” (p. xviii). The 

selection of my participants and how much attention I gave to their various activities 

involved creating a sample that is representative of the phenomenon this ethnography 

illustrates (Luker, 2008), by attending to all the dimensions of its variability. As 

described above, the most significant social construct in this case is gender, followed by 

age, marital status, sexuality, race, teaching responsibilities, time in this job. Since the 

group is comprised of approximately 75% women, I included this proportion of women 

participants in my study and the associated proportion of men. 

The teaching faculty, by virtue of their holding PhDs and working in a well-

respected university, are positioned in the wider social context as privileged. The 
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members ranged in age from their early 30s to their late 50s. Many are or have been 

legally married, others are in domestic partnerships, and most, if not, all are 

heterosexual3. Many have children of the dependent and non-dependent variety. None is a 

member of a racially underrepresented minority in STEM – the majority are white with 

the exception of one Middle Eastern woman and two South Asians. The lecturers’ social 

class origins and geographical origins are varied, and these factors significantly impact 

how they experience their present positions. 

I engaged with participants in a reflexive snowball fashion. That is, I invited them 

to become part of my study as their presence seemed important to explore themes and 

patterns that were emerging from my data and analysis. Relevance for the study was 

determined based on what I knew of them already, what their backgrounds were, and how 

they were present, appeared or were mentioned during participant-observation. I invited 

each of them with a personalized email, which had a general format shown as Appendix 

A, and an attached copy of the informed consent document, given as Appendix B. In 

Table 2, I present the order in which I recruited my participants and some 

sociodemographic information, and this is given in expanded form in Appendix C. To 

protect their confidentiality, each is given a pseudonym with an honorific that reflects 

both their level of education and also their standing in the hierarchy of the department. 

Their pseudonymous last names begin with W for the people who read as women and M 

for the for those who read as men. For example, two teaching faculty are called Dr 

Winsor and Dr Mason. Participants and social actors were all in the research track and 

 
3 I base this off teaching faculty using the terms ‘husband’, ‘wife’, girlfriend, and so forth 
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thus are titled ‘professor’. Aside from Dean Mosely, who engaged in participant 

observation and multiple interviews, these faculty are just referred to with their honorific 

and the initial M for man and W for woman. For example, Associate Professor M, who 

reads as a man, is on the research track, just as is Professor W, who reads as a woman, is 

on the research track. 

At work, important factors aside from gender are the teaching faculty’s primary 

teaching responsibility and length of employment at this university.  Some have been in 

their present position for over twenty years and others just a year. Over half of them teach 

the introductory physical science course. This is a gateway course for continuing in a 

number of science and engineering majors as well as a pre-health requirement. 

Approximately 10,000 students are enrolled in about twenty-five sections of this course 

every year. The remaining teaching faculty are responsible for teaching a second-year 

course with a large enrollment4, a third-year course that serves primarily majors, and for 

overseeing laboratory classes that are staffed by teaching assistants.  

 

 
4 required for admission to competitive health-related graduate programs 
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Table 2: Summary of sociodemographic information of faculty who participated in 

participant observation – expanded table is given in Appendix C.  

Name Gend

er 

Leve

l 

Cours

e 

Race Age 

* 

PhD Marital 

status 

Children 

Dr Welles W TF Intro white 50 Another state 

U 

M 3 

Dr Mason M TF Intro white 55 This U M 1 

Dr 

Wheelock 

W TF Intro white 45 This U M 2 

Dr Winsor W TF Intro white 30 This U M 0 

Dr 

Westover 

W TF Intro white 45 This U M 2 

Dr 

Macintosh 

M TF Intro white 35 This U M 1,  

born in 

F18 

Dr 

Woudina 

W TF Intro Midd. 

East 

50 This U M 2 

Dr 

Winthrop 

W TF Intro white 50 This U M 0 

Dr Miller M TF Lab white 35 Faraway state 

U 

P 0 

Dr 

Wheaton 

W TF Lab white 30 Closest 

competitor U 

P 0 

Dean 

Mosley 

M TT Intro white 50 This U M 2 

 

 

 

 * Age at start of study 
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Since the group teaching the service course reflected my desired gender diversity, 

I initially limited my inquiry to them so as to afford a degree of control over the 

variability that different teaching assignments present. As my study drew to a close, I re-

examined these boundaries to make comparisons to relevant bordering groups. For 

example, I wanted to explore hierarchies associated with doing the work of a laboratory 

coordinator, a job with a different set of responsibilities and schedule. I was also 

interested in exploring the experiences of racialized and ethnicized persons, as they are 

underrepresented amongst the teaching faculty. However, amongst those teaching the 

introductory course, there was only the Middle-Eastern woman. While I spent a week 

attending her classes in participant-observation, she declined my request (a) to come to 

her office hours or (b) sit for an interview. The reasons that she gave were that (a) 

students might be uncomfortable with me present, and (b) her time on campus was very 

limited. I wanted to respect her boundaries and so did not ask her to explain further. 

DATA COLLECTION  

The process of data collection and analysis is recursive, as what is observed and 

becomes data is entangled with the researcher's positionality. Collecting voluminous 

amounts of data and not being able to manage it is a potentially serious issue. A 

frequently recommended way to avoid this issue by using continual analysis to drive the 

data collection (e.g. Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Charmaz, 2014). This is accomplished by 

being reflexive (Burawoy, 1998; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Reflexivity involves 
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using emergent researcher-generated data to inform research design. This data, the result 

of writing fieldnotes and memoing, includes asking questions about self as the primary 

instrument and maintaining an inquiry stance that helps remain authentic to participants’ 

experiences (Ravitch & Carl, 2015). Even registering personal feelings in fieldnotes 

should be attended to, as a way to heighten empathy with participants, (Emerson et al., 

2011). Feminist standpoint theory holds reflexivity as "thinking from the perspective of 

women's lives [to make] strange what had appeared familiar", an approach that tries to 

achieve a reciprocal relationship between the researcher and the object of study (Harding, 

1991 pp. 149-150). This reciprocal relationship developed over time, as my participants 

shared their days with me, explained what they were doing, and responded to my 

questions about what I observed; they in turn became attentive to and interpretive of 

everyday events that previously had not been remarked upon.  

An essential feature of ethnographic methodology is that participants are engaged 

in their everyday contexts. Although Miles et al. (2014) claim that ethnography “tends 

toward the descriptive” (p. 8), critical theory leads Carspecken (1996) to assert that 

ethnography is intended to differentiate between ontological categories, not between 

realities. This is because truth and power are intertwined, and "unequal power distorts 

truth claims" (p. 21). This idea is echoed by Britzman (1995), who addresses reflexivity's 

constraints by challenging "the sedimentary grounds of ethnographic authority" (p. 231). 

Sensitivity to participants' voices is paramount in doing critical work. Such sensitivity 

can undercover how even in the most asymmetrical power relations, the weakest usually 

have some ability to improvise resistance (Holland, 1998, p. 277). Barton and Tan 
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(Barton & Tan, 2010), thinking with figured worlds theory, committed to co-produce the 

research process with the participants and prioritize documenting and supporting 

liberatory social openings. This perspective prompted them to look for resistance to 

power structures and cultural improvisations not just in their fieldnotes and interview data 

but also the video documentaries produced by their participants. These ethnographic 

approaches to data collection informed how I engaged first in participant-observation, 

and subsequently in interviews, which I detail below in Table 3. 
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Table 3:Overview of data participants and collection over two years of fieldwork. Blocks 

that are shaded indicate months that I spend in participant observation, and I’s indicate 

when a formal interview, all approximately one hour, took place. 

Name Level Course Fall ’17 Spr. ’18 S 

’18 

Fall ’18 Spr.’19 

Dr Welles TF Intro    I    I   I        

Dr Mason TF Intro    I       I        

Dr Wheelock TF Intro    I          I     

Dr Winsor TF Intro    I          I   I  

Dr Westover TF Intro                   

Dr Macintosh TF Intro        I      I     

Dr Woulina TF Intro                   

Dr Winthrop TF Intro              I I    

Dr Miller TF Lab              I     

Dr Wheaton TF Lab              I     

Dean Mosley TT Intro                 I  

Assistant Prof. 

M 

TT n/a                 I  

Assistant Prof. 

W 

TT n/a                 I  

Prof. W TT n/a                  I 
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PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION 

Data collection in ethnography begins with participant observation and relatively 

unstructured conversations, because time spent on initial characterization of space and 

relationships will lead to more targeted and generative inquiry (Hammersley & Atkinson, 

2007). Participant observation exposes social relations that would not be apparent in an 

interview or survey study alone. Kristin Luker (2008), recalling Howard Becker’s advice 

to discover how typical and widespread events are and how they are distributed among 

categories writes: “we take for granted that the point...is to systematically gather evidence 

that is in turn used to build theory” (p. 160). The teaching faculty’s style and habits of 

dress, utilization of their time at work, choices of where to spend time at work, and most 

importantly interactions with students, assistants, colleagues, and myself are critical data 

that comes together to build theory. In this case, participant observation elucidated the 

breadth and depth of the teaching faculty’ work lives. Therefore, I was present for  in 

their teaching, planning, office hours, and meetings. 

My data collection approach during participant observation involved creating 

fieldnotes following and during time spent with participants. When I attended their 

classes, I sat in the crowd of students and I used my computer to record a fairly complete 

record of what happened during the class, including verbatim quotes that were 

particularly relevant. When I attended meetings, office hours, and spent other time with 

participants, I handwrote notes so as to engage more fully with others in my proximity 

and to show that I was interested in participating in their activities as well as observing 

them. However, often interesting things happened, or participants talked with more 
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abandon when we were walking around campus, and it was awkward to write. In those 

instances, I became more practiced at concentrating hard to remember what was 

occurring and particularly salient phrases, and then I would jot notes as soon as possible 

after the event and typed complete fieldnotes later in the day or in the evening, using my 

jottings to activate memories for detail. A sample of my jottings and the associated 

fieldnotes are included as Appendix D. The length of time that I spent in participant 

observation varied over the course of the study and by participant, based upon 

scheduling, availability, and sense of data saturation (O’Reilly & Parker, 2013). That is, 

entering the lecture classroom of each of the participants presented a great deal of new 

information, but over time, I began to anticipate their pedagogical moves to the extent 

that I could accurately predict how the class would play out. The same applied for office 

hours, in that each faculty had a different style of conducting their office hours and 

indeed even different locations. For example, Dr Wheelock held her Friday office hours 

at lunchtime in the cafeteria of the large dorm where many undergraduates live, to make 

it convenient for them to attend, but her Wednesday office hours were in her office. Dr 

Winsor held hers in a conference room down the hall from her office, while Dr Welles 

and Dr Mason used their shared office, which had a whiteboard and a rectangular table 

that comfortably seated six. Depending on what point in the semester it was, the room 

could be packed with 20 students seated or standing in any available space, or have only 

one or two attendees. However, despite this variation, after a few sessions I usually got a 

sense of the participants’ style of interaction during office hours. As for going to 

meetings and hanging out during prep time or other time on campus, I went to meetings 
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or special events as I was invited so no saturation per se occurred. Hanging out also 

provided an opportunity for rich data collection but was limited by their schedules and 

timing on campus, my own schedule, and a shared sense of how much is too much. 

Usually, what felt appropriate was if I stayed in interim times, such as staying with Dr 

Westover between when her Learning Peers class met and the introductory lecture class 

met, then staying with her during lunch and then going to the teaching team meeting with 

her. She would depart from campus after that, and I did not go home with her but rather 

would type my fieldnotes. This was similar with most of my participants, with the 

exception of Dr Welles who I had been friendly with before my study and to whose home 

I brought chicken soup when she was ill with a cold. I did attend teaching team meetings 

between Dr Macintosh, Dr Welles, and Dr Westover consistently for an entire semester 

and never reached a point of saturation; the topics varied from planning for the semester 

to making tests to discussing students and planning for the final exam. Also, they talked 

about events in the department and with their colleagues, so while the meeting format 

was predictable, what they said in the meetings was rich and always useful. Ultimately, 

however, the teaching team meeting was temporally bounded, because the following 

semester course assignments and schedules changed, and the team no longer existed. 

INTERVIEWING 

Interviewing was an important part of the ethnographic data collection process. I 

interviewed each of my participants one or more times. However, I did it after substantial 

participant observation and reflexive analysis of my fieldnotes. This approach to 
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interviewing opened up the possibility for greater insight because I had begun to develop 

an understanding of the patterns in the group (Carspecken, 1996). It was similar to what 

Angela Valenzuela (Valenzuela, 1999), in the early stages of her study of youth in 

Houston, discovered by analyzing her fieldnotes that “naturalistic discourse” (p. 7) leads 

to more focused interviews that are also connected to theory. Through analysis of 

fieldnotes from participant observation, I began to notice patterns about advancement or 

being blocked from it, hierarchies, work-life balance, and evaluation by students and 

other faculty, so I sought out literature which helped me to examine these themes during 

their interviews. Early interviews included some questions about their background and 

reflections on their work, but they also touched on a set of themes that evolved over the 

course of data collection and analysis. This approach was highly resonant with critical 

work, because it engaged participants in a mutual meaning-making process that added to 

the study’s trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Each interview was audio recorded. They generally lasted about one hour, with 

some running slightly longer and some slightly shorter. After the interview, I composed a 

field memo of my reactions, Then, after saving the audio, I personally transcribed each 

interview. To do the transcription, I would play the audio recorded version from the 

recorder into my ears using my headphones. I repeated what I heard out loud, with my 

laptop on google docs set into the voice typing mode. Each interview took approximately 

twice as long to transcribe as it did to conduct. While this is a time-consuming process, I 

favored it because my method gave me a very empathetic feeling for the participant. By 

repeating what they had said, some things which surprised me or made me uncomfortable 
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when I heard it, I identified with them in a way that I had not felt while asking questions 

and listening to them. This contributed both to my familiarity with the data and with my 

effort to see things from their perspectives. 

Nearly all the participants were interviewed at least once, and several were 

interviewed two times. In addition, a few instances occurred where the setting was 

private enough and a participant was effusive enough that I was able to turn on my 

recorder and conduct an impromptu interview based on the topics that the participant 

wanted to discuss with me. Finally, I also interviewed members of the tenure-track 

research faculty, to better understand how the teaching faculty were perceived by those 

with higher status and how their perspectives on teaching and learning differed. As 

mentioned before, earlier interviews were more informational, and later ones, following 

from my reflexive and iterative analytic process, explored and tested emergent themes 

and theories.  

While my plan was to interview each participant at least once, I fell slightly short. 

A few of the participants that I spent time in participant observation with were not 

interviewed, both explaining this was because they did not have the time. Regrettably, my 

only participant who is not white was not interviewed, and this limited my ability to see 

any difference by race. Nevertheless, I also recognize that race is not absent from my 

study. Rather, race is unmarked. This has serious consequences for the experiences the 

teaching faculty’s much more racially diverse students, as the power of whiteness goes 

unchallenged as normative. Nevertheless, while the lack of racial diversity is problematic, 

inequity by gender was apparent. 
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ARTIFACTS 

I also collected a range of artifacts associated with the participants’ work lives. 

Most voluminous are the materials and documents that they use to carry out their 

teaching, including Canvas pages and associated contents, course packs, the notes that 

they generate in each class. I also have photographs of workspaces, classrooms, offices, 

and so forth. These artifacts were used for analytic triangulation and to generate 

additional theoretical insights. For example, every Sunday, Dr Westover wrote an 

announcement to her classes on canvas where she reported on the happenings in her 

family that weekend, her general outlook for the week, reminded students of their 

upcoming deadlines, and so forth. This data afforded deeper insight into her pedagogy 

and her subjectivity as a reflective educator. 

ANALYSIS 

Attending to ‘critical bifocality’ (Weis & Fine, 2012), my analysis traced, through 

the social relations of the gender system, how individuals’ experiences in the “fracture” 

of the teaching faculty, were connected to social, economic, and political forces. By 

lodging my analyses of the case in relation to key social structures and to the discursive 

practices that members use to make sense of their circumstances, I continually tied what I 

was seeing and hearing in participant-observation to how the teaching faculty’s 

positioning as non-tenure-track workers in the large university could explain it.  

Moreover, I paid close attention to their relations with bordering groups, both who and 

how they interacted with the most, and what their reactions to those groups were. In 
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doing this, I was not assuming a single meaning but rather explore different members’ 

interpretations, an aspect of design complexity. Ravitch & Carl (2016) describe design 

complexity as a form of validity that involves an iterative and recursive process and 

attention to triangulation of data. Decisions were constantly being made about how and 

why data would be pertinent, and in never ignoring the analytical aspect I avoided 

becoming mired in an overload of data with no backgrounded theory. 

I agree with literature pointing out that critical ethnographic methodology inheres 

the concept of praxis, theory into action, and thus the role of theory and the role of the 

researcher are dialectical (Barton, 2001; Britzman, 1991; Delgado-Gaitan & Trueba, 

1991; Foley, 1990). A result would be that the same set of fieldnotes could be coded 

differently by different ethnographers, because everyone has slightly different ontological 

commitments and sociopolitical orientations. Moreover, my recognition of my own 

commitments and orientation allowed me to self-consciously highlight insight that their 

expertise affords. Since a researcher’s subjectivities will change during fieldwork and 

analysis, theoretical frameworks are also expected to shift. Yet, I actively sought to 

engage with other theories as my study developed: “reflexivity acknowledges that the 

orientations of researchers will be shaped by their socio-historical locations, including the 

values and interests that these locations confer upon them" (Hammersley & Atkinson, 

2007, p. 15). One example of how my orientation was shaped by reflexive engagement 

with my new location and with my participants is my use of theories of neoliberal 

feminism/postfeminisms in the analysis. Reflexivity is also apparent in the writing itself, 

because it is  “a way of reminding the reader that all texts are stories...reflexivity is the 
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ethnographer of the text” (Latour & Woolgar, 1979, p. 30). In this way, case studies using 

ethnographic methods are the synthesis of continual theorizing and praxis.  

Building on the critical perspectives of standpoint theory, Donna Haraway 

acknowledges that “only partial perspective promises objective vision” (Haraway, 1988) 

but differs on the concept of gender itself. While economic property relations are 

grounded in the oppression of women, Haraway contends that Marxist theory ignores 

specific sexual politics and does not allow feminists to deconstruct how bodies appear, 

both materially and discursively, as objects of knowledge or as sites of intervention 

(Haraway, 1991). Crediting intersectionalists such as Gayatri Spivak (e.g., Spivak, 1988), 

Audre Lorde (e.g., Lorde, 2012), and Gloria Anzaldua (e.g., Anzaldúa, 1999) for their 

critical engagement with how women of color are constituted racially and sexually, she 

argues women are not simply alienated from the product of their labor, but also have an 

elusive materiality that defies construction as a unitary historical subject (Haraway, 1991, 

p. 62).  The cyborg, whose ”main trouble […] of course, is that they are the illegitimate 

offspring of militarism and patriarchal capitalism....but illegitimate offspring are often 

exceedingly unfaithful to their origins” (Haraway, 1991, p. 151), is a concept that 

challenges standpoint feminism’s ‘woman’ as “totalizing and imperialist” (p. 173). From 

a methodological perspective, Haraway suggests that moving beyond critical theory’s 

reflexivity with “material-semiotic apparatuses, to diffract the rays of technoscience so 

we get more promising interference patterns on the recording films of our lives and 

bodies” (1997, p. 16). This metaphorical diffraction is a methodology which interprets 

the material and discursive together for a more nuanced understanding of gender. 
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The development of my central analytic points was based on my identifying 

particularly salient lines of inquiry as they emerged in natural discourse. For example, 

when Dr Welles remembered how she was told she had a husband to make the big bucks, 

this injustice had multiple meanings, so understanding what those were and where it was 

coming from spurred me to find related examples from my data and then to the 

explanatory metaphors of the glass ceiling and escalator. When Dr Wheelock described 

herself as flying under the radar, it indicated something about how she saw her ability to 

develop in her job as constrained by her domestic obligations, so I looked towards the 

example of Dr Winsor as a contrast to show that work-life balance is a discourse that is 

used to marginalize women’s experiences, whether or not they keep a high or low profile 

at work. 

Overall, my analytic unfolded in the steps shown in Table 4. While the process 

was reflexive and inductive, it was not predictable. Rather, I engaged in these steps until I 

reached almost complete data saturation, but also engaged in them concurrently, and I 

was also constrained or propelled by timelines - of the university calendar, of the 

participants home lives, of my own life. While there was always something else to 

uncover, probe, connect and theorize, as time went on some of my participants left the 

department, or their courses were eliminated, or new people joined. While staying longer 

would have provided insight into how the case evolves, it also introduces additional 

variability. 
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Table 4. Overall analytic approach, note how it is iteratively entangled with data 

collection. 

Participant observation, phase 1: just looking and writing 
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n
ex

t step
s Reflexive analysis of fieldnotes, looking for emergent ideas  

Initial interviews, framed around how did you get into this job and why have you 

stayed 

Read over fieldnotes and interviews, analytic memos in the form of comments 

Participant observation, more directed looking for patterns, asking questions about 

them, making connections about the power flows 

Read over fieldnotes, analytic memoes to highlight major themes 

Second round interview protocols with questions tailored to the themes most 

relevant. 

Doing more interviews and some additional participant observation to test emergent 

themes 

Writing results, using the idiomatic ‘fractures’ matched to themes to trace how the 

levels of the system operate and are entangled 
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TRUSTWORTHINESS 

While qualitative inquiry has been critiqued for providing little basis for 

generalization (Yin, 2003), this pitfall can be avoided with careful attention to 

trustworthiness. Construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability are 

four tests generally used to judge the quality of a study design. These tests are common in 

social science, and each can be satisfied at some point in the research process. These 

phases include research design, data collection, data analysis, and composition of the 

report (pp. 33-39). Taking a perspective that “the social world is an interpreted world, not 

a literal world, always under symbolic construction, with an emphasis on awareness of 

the process of ethnographic work”, validity can be viewed as a reflexive accounting, 

where the “researcher, topic and sense-making process are in interaction” (Altheide & 

Johnson, 2011). Patti Lather (1991) suggests that construct validity, with its roots in 

theory construction, can be satisfied though corroboration and extension of existing 

theory. In addition, validity be bolstered with catalytic validity, which evaluates how the 

research process affects participants and accepts that the research process itself shapes 

data and analysis (pp. 67-68). In addition, “studying up” in qualitative research offers a 

particularly valuable resource for decreasing partiality (Harding, 1991; Reinharz & 

Davidman, 1992), and this phenomenon was in effect for my study, as I am a graduate 

student pursuing a PhD while my participants already have earned PhDs. Critical theory 

indicates that a researcher should be especially mindful about power differentials 

between participants and its influence on the research process (Reinharz & Davidman, 

1992, p. 42). Reflexive engagement with power relations, by considering how 
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participants respond to and perceive me, also attends to the situatedness of this research 

and enhances its trustworthiness (Davis & Craven, 2016).  

LIMITATIONS 

My participants have a vested interest in my study and its findings. Because it 

engages with power relations and marginalization, some of them have taken it up as a 

mechanism to expose injustices done to them. Others have recognized this inquiry as 

probing into aspects of injustice that they have played a role in creating or protecting, and 

they have used their involvement to explain away the injustice or seek absolution from it. 

This means that while I have gained access to some information, there is other 

information that is closed off to me. Indeed, feminist theorists argue that all knowledge is 

partial and socially situated (Sprague, 2016); engaging in research that begins from the 

subject position of marginalized groups can avoid dichotomizing subjective/objective 

because it acknowledges partiality rather than playing the “god-trick” of omniscience 

(Haraway, 1988). That is, I do not make claims that my findings are generalizable per se, 

but I offer them as inquiries into manifestations of how the gender system works to 

marginalize on multiple levels in ways that are complex, entangled, yet crucial to 

consider seriously because of their negative consequences on science educators’ lives and 

work. 

 

 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?peRoIk
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?7UIl8m
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Chapter 4: Results 

OVERVIEW 

We need research that can peer behind the drapes that hide the strategic coproduction of 

privilege and disadvantage; revealing the micro practices by which privilege and 

structural decay come to be produced, sustained, reproduced, embodied, and contested, 

even if safe spaces can protect a few, for a while, from the acid rains of oppression (Weis 

& Fine, 2012, p. 175). 

 

 In this results chapter, I have written four parts to build an argument and illustrate 

Weis and Fine’s assertion that safe spaces do not shield the vulnerable “from the acid 

rains of oppression”. (2012). The teaching faculty, in their positioning as an underclass, 

are systemically disadvantaged in ways that keep them in a state of precarity and 

vulnerability to institutional rules and norms, as well as gender bias.  

 In Part 1, I set the stage for the context of the teaching faculty’s work by centering 

Dr Welles’s experiences and her lament that she gets no “recognition, respect, pay and 

credit”.  These concepts are the and important component for fulfilling and equitable 

work, so I probe how these elements are present or absent through the in-vivo linguistic 

device of Dr Welles’s metaphors, to forge the analytical approach that structures Parts 2, 

3 and 4. Furthermore, I contour the boundaries of their workplace through the perspective 

of their Dean Mosely, who is responsible for undergraduate education in the Sciences 

College. He views the research track as one that is demanding to the point of being a 

hostile environment that most women find virtually uninhabitable, which is supported by 

empirical research (Britton, 2017; Fox, Whittington & Linkova, 2017; Miner, January, 

Dray, & Carter-Sowell, 2019; Rosser, 2012). Alternatively, the teaching track is a 

palatable alternative space, not perfect but at least one that offers flexibility though not 
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necessarily stability. Having mapped the terrain of the teaching track, the following parts 

explore how recognition, respect, pay and credit are denied to or bestowed upon the 

teaching faculty, and how that differs by gender. 

Part 2 is an examination of two concepts - recognition and respect - through the 

metaphor ‘flying under the radar’. I conceptualize the radar as a mechanism of self-

surveillance, and use theories of neoliberal postfeminism to examine how being on/off 

the radar connects to (in)visibility and esteem. I analyze the experiences of Dr Wheelock, 

Dr Westover, Dr Winsor, Dr Winthrop, Dr Macintosh, and Dr Mason to answer the 

question: How do teaching faculty in the neoliberal academy respond to the gender 

system in their search for work-life balance? 

I find that, sustained through neoliberal governmentality, the teaching track is 

constructed as a ‘secret’ ruse where faculty may believe they can fly under the radar for a 

time and have the possibility of being recognized when their life-circumstances change to 

allow them to. Recognition and respect are elusive for many teaching faculty, because 

their long periods of being unseen renders them permanently less visible, fixed in one 

spot in their life course. 

In Part 3, I use the metaphor ‘iced out’ to examine issues of pay and credit. With a 

theoretical framing of neoliberal feminism (Rottenberg, 2018), I analyze the experiences 

of Dr Winsor, Dr Welles and Dr Macintosh and answer the question: Do, and in what 

ways, does gender stratification impact the pay and credit bestowed on teaching faculty in 

the neoliberal university? I find that the extrinsic factors pay and credit are entangled 

with the intrinsic factors respect and recognition. Individualized mandates for individual 
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women teaching faculty to lean in are representations that ignore the invisibility and the 

unevenness of the glass ceiling, one that is produced institutionally and maintained 

through meritocratic discourses. Men, on the other hand, are not stymied by glass ceilings 

or glass obstacle courses. Rather, their pay is elevated in spite of their relative lack of 

accomplishment, for reasons that are not apparent but can be attributed to an invisible 

glass escalator. 

In Part 4, I use the metaphors ‘catfights’ and ‘queen bees’, which are respondents’ 

own terms, to interrogate the concept of advancement. I take up Joan Acker’s conceptual 

framework of inequality regimes (Acker, 2006; 2009) to analyze the experiences of Dr 

Welles and Dr Winsor and to answer the question: What sort of advancement paths are 

possible for the women teaching faculty? How do inequality regimes shape or sever these 

paths? The sort of advancement paths for women teaching faculty appear extremely 

limited, steep and practically impassable. I have argued that inequality regimes enforce 

steep hierarchies and empty systems of titles that render paths for the women teaching 

faculty’s advancement effectively blocked. It is at least in part due to individualist and 

meritocratic ideologies which effect lack of solidarity amongst the teaching faculty, from 

whose vantage makes it difficult to see that their individual differences are miniscule in 

comparison to the gulf between them and those with higher status such as the men on the 

research track. The gulf contributes to a work environment that is demoralizing, one that, 

in Dr Welles’s words: ‘squashed my passion’. 
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PART 1 SETTING THE STAGE 

1.1 Becoming teaching faculty - the example of Dr Welles  

The gender system and the gendered occupations within them produced the 

conditions whereby Dr Welles’s joining the teaching faculty was a likely course of 

action. I do not call this ‘choice’ because it was shaped more by constraints than open 

options. Dr Welles and her husband, who met in the same physical science department in 

another state as PhD students, had their first baby six months before she defended her 

dissertation. After the first year of postdoc, she had her second baby. After her husband 

got a job in industry in the city where this study was conducted, Dr Welles ended her own 

postdoc early to relocate across the country. As she was busy caring for a baby and a 

small child in a new place, finding a full-time job in science shifted to low priority for 

her.  

Dr Welles had been on a path to enter a career in industry or academia, but the 

gendered expectations and priorities that arrived with motherhood led her to think that 

even if entering the tenure-track in academia was a viable option, such work would not 

earn her a high enough income to pay for the kind of care that she wanted and that is 

normative for white, middle-class Americans (Hays, 1998). In the early 1990s and even 

now, this was a widespread social issue in the United States: “because of the ideology of 

privatized childcare, the stratification of childcare solutions [is intense]...Parents choose 

among these limited options on the basis of purchasing power, availability, and cost” 

(Colen, 1995, p. 81).  Given the limited options, Dr Welles felt her purchasing power did 
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not supersede the costs associated with childcare. She looked for more flexible work that 

gave her the time to provide the bulk of childcare.  It was a position teaching two classes 

of Introductory Physical Science each semester. She had her children in part-time 

childcare until the youngest started first grade, eight years later. At that time, she began to 

consider how to develop her career.  

We conducted one of our interviews at the six-seat rectangular table in the center of 

the office she shared with Dr Mason. Her table-like modular desk, with some attached 

shelves, was next to the door, and Dr Mason’s similar desk was near the window. Out of 

it is a view of the central campus. Science books lined one wall, and a very large 

whiteboard covered with symbols and numbers, from a problem-solving session with her 

undergraduate students, was on the other wall. She reflected: 

So around 2004, I was like okay I should start doing something else: should I go 

back and do a postdoc? Should I make a career out of [being teaching faculty]? I 

always just thought it was a temporary gig, but it was a temporary gig for 10 

years! You're so busy with your life and you don't even realize...[I thought about] 

going back into research. I loved research. To give up my research was terrible! 

That was the hardest thing for me. So I always thought I could go back and do a 

postdoc. And for women returning there was all kinds of NSF money ... So I 

thought okay, I can do a postdoc or I can try to figure out ... like, I knew that other 

people had become Assistant Deans.  So, I thought I could position myself to 

become an Assistant Dean. Because a lot of times they take a teaching faculty … 

and you end up with kind of like an administrative job (Dr Welles, interview, 

December 2017) 

 

Dr Welles was aware of initiatives, such as NSF-ADVANCE awards, meant assist 

women to return to laboratory research after a pause of maternity leave. But mired in the 

demands of her family and work lives, ten years passed and she didn’t ‘even realize’. She 

regretted giving up her research, and seemed poised to get back into it, but as she 
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waivered she alsot ried in a number of ways to ‘position’ herself to advance in the 

teaching faculty. These are examined in subsequent Parts of this chapter. In so doing, she 

interacted frequently with administrators. However, her goal to make a career out of what 

she started as a ‘temporary gig’ did not develop as she had hoped.  

Dr Welles’s trajectory is very different than Dean Mosely’s, whom she considers a 

friend. They began their faculty jobs in the Physical Science department around the same 

time, Dean Mosely on the research track and Dr Welles on the teaching track.  Dean 

Mosely advanced from Assistant to Associate to Full Professor, and he also became the 

Dean of Undergraduate Studies for the Sciences College. In contrast, at the time of this 

interview, Dr Welles has been promoted just once, from Teaching Faculty to Senior 

Teaching Faculty – during my fieldwork, she was promoted to Distinguished Teaching 

Faculty, an event I analyze in Part 4. They have worked closely together over the years, 

but Dr Welles feels used. She complained to me that she is the person Dean Mosely 

comes to when “he needs things taken care of, things figured out,”  but that her work 

does not garner the “credit or pay or recognition or respect” that she feels she should earn 

(fieldnote, April 2018). 

The gender system has affected Dr Welles’s work trajectory. Carework fell on her as 

an individual woman to perform in her private home; she did not have relational or 

institutional support for these responsibilities. She correctly predicted that the intensity of 

the carework would lessen with time, when her children entered public schooling. When 

they did, she looked to reengage with science through the support from a grant such as 

the National Science Foundation ADVANCE. Although I don’t know Dr Welles’s exact 
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rationale for not applying for another postdoc to assist her to return to the laboratory, 

other studies suggest that it would have presented a range of uncertain factors likely to 

disrupt the carefully cultivated domestic life. For example, following the postdoc, she 

would possibly have to move to another city for an academic or industry job (Rosser, 

2004).  

Furthermore, for the years prior to 2004 Dr Welles had developed her capacity as an 

educator, even winning a teaching award. Returning to the laboratory would potentially 

ignore these competencies, eradicating the time she spent juggling demanding productive 

and reproductive labor and putting her back at square one. She knew of at least one other 

woman on the teaching track who had moved up in the Sciences College to do 

administrative work with the title of Assistant Dean. Therefore, Dr Welles could imagine 

such a path as a progression from the work that she had been doing on a ‘temporary’ 

basis for ten years. She and Dean Mosely had completed their PhDs and joined the 

faculty approximately twenty years ago. While he established a research lab and 

ultimately moved to administration, and Dr Welles even could imagine a path to 

becoming a Dean herself, she remained in the teaching track. To understand how the 

gender system is working on an institutional level, I shift to discuss the perspective of 

Dean Mosely. 

1.2 The landscape of the field, from Dean Mosely’s perspective 

In this section, I sketch out the landscape that the teaching faculty labor in, as it is 

constructed in opposition to the labor of the research faculty. This opposition is also 
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apparent as a dichotomous sign system: the research faculty are tenure-track, the teaching 

faculty are not tenure-track. Dean Mosely, whose administrative responsibility is for 

undergraduate education in the Sciences College, started as a research faculty in the 

Physical Science department following his own time as a graduate student in the 

department and a postdoc at another university. His research group, which works in a lab 

in the Physical Sciences building, is comprised of a few graduate students and postdocs.  

He sometimes teaches a section of Introductory Physical Science, which I observed 

consistently for a semester in the room below his office space in the building that houses 

the Sciences College administration. I interviewed him in the office.  

The office, which I reached after checking in with an administrative assistant, Linda, 

whose desk is in a small outer room, was a large, well-appointed corner space. In the far 

corner was a large wooden desk and padded chair. The center had a small sofa, coffee 

table, and two easy chairs, all upholstered in black leather, and at the other end of the 

room was an oval table that seats eight. On the wall near the table was a white board 

inside a wooden cabinet, and the rest of the walls were adorned with framed pictures of 

the Dean in academic regalia, award certificates, two smiling blond children posing near 

a body of water, and so forth.  The interview was conducted in the seating area in the 

center. As the Dean and I sat facing each other, Linda offered me a bottle of water, then 

cleared half-finished cups of coffee off his desk. I asked him questions about the research 

and teaching tracks, the underrepresentation of women in the physical sciences, and his 

perspective on their work environment.  
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1.2.1 The teaching track is promoted as one where women can have families and do 

science 

In the interview, Dean Mosely explained that when people earning PhDs in Physical 

Science are deciding on a career path, and when they witness ‘what it is like to be on the 

tenure track’ they think about doing something else, such as going into education or 

industry. While many of his own graduate students have pursued work in industry, he 

reflects on why others may have gone into education:  

A lot of non-tenure-track faculty that we had or have attracted have liked the fact 

that it's been kind of a flexible job, that you only had to come in Monday, 

Wednesday, Friday, and maybe you came in Tuesday, Thursday but maybe you 

didn't,  and you could get home by 3:30. A lot of teaching faculty that we have 

made that decision somewhere already and then have added on a teaching position 

at the University because it fit in with the schedule of things they need to do in 

their personal life (Dean Mosely, interview, April 2019) 

 

While he does not explicitly state the gender of ‘a lot’ of the teaching faculty, people who 

‘have made the decision somewhere already’ to fit in a teaching job after the ‘things they 

need to do in their personal life are usually women’ (Stone, 2007; Williams, 2001).  This 

is supported by the gender proportions of the teaching faculty in his department - this 

‘flexible job’ is seventy-five percent women. Insofar as he offers up the flexibility as a 

draw, Dean Mosely describes it not as a career but as a ‘gig’, just as Dr Welles did: 

The non-tenure-track job is kind of a crazy gig, where we expect people to have a 

PhD but we're not gonna pay almost anything and so historically we have just 

drawn people who might fit that bill, right?  They're living here, they have a PhD 

and they're thinking: ‘meh okay, they're not going to pay me much but I'm 

thinking maybe I'd like to teach’ -  and so to some extent we've gotten folks who 

have already made some career decision to prioritize working in the home (Dean 

Mosely, interview, April 2019) 

 

As is explored in more depth in Section 2.2, Dean Mosely also views the research track 

as actively hostile to women, so it is not a surprise that women who eschew it even after 
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earning a PhD in physical science, which is documented as being especially difficult for 

women to do (Gonsalves, 2014; Hirshfield, 2015; Smith-Doerr, 2015), are left with a set 

of options that make them say ‘meh okay … maybe I’d like to teach’. As for prioritizing 

working in the home, especially historically, this has rarely been an active choice but 

rather the result of constraints and lack of other options for women with children 

(England, 2005b).  

Nevertheless, when I asked him directly about women being disadvantaged, Dean 

Mosely connected this to their role as educators: 

That is true all over the place and it's particularly bad in STEM. I think it’s 

because of any number of issues; from role models, to the crap that we teach kids 

in elementary school and high school, to pushing some women to the side. From 

the standpoint of how are we going to fix this ... we get to have more men 

thinking about work in the home instead of only women. I'm not totally certain 

about how to solve that problem at large. I think we can do things, on the side of 

doing a better job of recognizing and valuing the work that takes place in 

education. As a consequence, that [approach] would have some impact, because 

educators are predominantly female. So that would be a way to work and undo 

some of this inequity. Rather than taking the education piece, and simply saying 

‘oh yeah anybody can do that’, instead, working to really evaluate and promote 

merit for people who are outstanding would be great. (interview, Dean Mosely, 

April 2019) 

 

Dean Mosely offers two suggestions for why inequity by gender is ‘particularly bad in 

STEM’. He says that it is a societal issue, one ‘at large’, that manifests from whole range 

of causes- lack of ‘role models’, poor K-12 schooling, men doing too little reproductive 

labor. He also mentions ‘pushing women to the side’. Inasmuch as he is aware of this 

constellation of issues, he says that he is ‘not totally sure’ how to solve society’s 

problems. However, valuing educational work in the university and evaluating it by 

‘promoting merit for people who are outstanding’ is something that he has a feeling 
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would be ‘a way to work’. This perspective is not unexpected in science, which is 

outwardly committed to notions of individual meritocracy, but it is likely to reproduce 

gender bias, which is more common in fields that see themselves as highly meritocratic 

(Castilla & Benard, 2010).   

1.2.2 The research track in this department is a hostile place for women 

Success in the tenure track is highly dependent on meritocratic logics based on research 

productivity. While these logics handicap women with domestic responsibilities, the 

climate of the research track is also, in Dean Mosely’s view, a significant deterrent. He 

viewed women’s underrepresentation in the research track as due to an environment that 

was not only unwelcoming but actively hostile: 

The hostile environment is going in as underrepresented and entering into an 

environment that is not supportive. It leads to a situation where people are 

viewing that and not wanting to subject themselves to a life of misery in the 

department where they will be underappreciated (Dean Mosely, interview, April 

2019) 

The implication here is the ‘people viewing’ the hostile environment are women who 

know they will be ‘underappreciated’ and wish to avoid becoming the subject of a ‘life of 

misery’. Lack of representation and lack of support are co-constituted, implying that 

women are themselves at least responsible for creating support.  This connects to the 

concept of role models: 

The fact that there are not many women leading research groups means that 

women in graduate school don't see many role models. So, they look forward and 

say ‘do I want to be one of the few is going to go on to a tenure-track job? There 

must be something unappealing about it, in some way, shape, or form’ (Dean 

Mosely, interview, April 2019) 
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Role models are important vectors for underrepresented minorities to imagine themselves 

becoming part of a dominant group (Solanki & Xu, 2018), especially if they highlight 

ways for goals and roles to be congruous (Diekman et al., 2010). When women research 

faculty are scarce, it is difficult for women to imagine how they might participate in 

academic research over their lifecourses. Dean Mosely adds the insight that women also 

back-explain to themselves for the lack of role models. They speculate that lack of people 

like themselves in those spaces might be explained by a defect in the environment, some 

‘ways, shapes, and forms’ that make it a bad place to aim to be. So, he indicates that the 

system, or the way women interact with the system, is the source of the problem. 

One of the forms that make the environment hostile to women is captured by what 

Dean Mosely calls a ‘catch-22’: 

There's a little bit of a catch-22. Not being able to succeed because of a perception 

of getting a position simply because you are female, or getting a grant or an award 

simply because you're female. So either you cannot do well or when you succeed 

it can be dismissed. Whereas when men get awards, it is because they're brilliant 

(Dean Mosely, interview, April 2019) 

 

Dean Mosely points out that there is discrimination from all directions that is a sort of 

trap. When women are successful, it is due to preferential treatment. When women are 

unsuccessful, it is because they got preferential treatment to advance and simply cannot 

compete in the advanced position. Furthermore, men are ‘brilliant’, whereas it has been 

suggested that women are marginalized from elite science in part because their gender is 

incongruent with the concept of a scientific genius (Bevan & Gatrell, 2017). Dean 

Mosely readily acknowledges out that this double standard is a substantial disservice to 

women: 
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That's just shitty to put up with, day in and day out, and especially in departments 

where women are few and far between, then there's not a community that is 

supportive (Dean Mosely, interview, April 2019) 

When women are required to ‘put up with’ this type of excrement ‘day in and day out’ 

they might be able to do it if they can rely on others’ support. However, in addition to 

having few women to lean on in the community, they also cannot look to the men: 

While the number of actively hostile male faculty is decreasing somewhat over 

time, the number of those male faculty who are indifferent, sort of like, ‘it's not 

my responsibility to step up and make sure that things are better’ male faculty is 

large. So, there is a large group of apathetic male faculty is not stepping forward 

to say ‘this is my place to make sure people are mentored and supported!’ or  ‘this 

is my place to  step up and make sure we don't have a hostile environment!’[...] 

Instead, that work is left to the new assistant professor female faculty (Dean 

Mosely, interview, April 2019) 

 

It is a small comfort that men’s active hostility is diminishing, either because they are 

dying, retiring, or censoring their hostility in a social climate that no longer accepts 

blatant misogyny, when the wider group can stay ‘apathetic’. If silence is complicity, and 

men benefit from their silence because if they do not step ‘forward to … make sure 

people are mentored and supported’ and so forth, then they are contributing to a burden 

that falls disproportionately on the ‘new … female faculty’, for whom remaining 

apathetic is not socially appropriate for their gender. This extra work makes the research 

track even less meritocratic and decidedly more hostile to women’s success. In addition, 

women also have to fight against their own mortality: 

There is a pathetically long time constant and so waiting for change takes 

enormous amounts of time […] So, if we wanted to take the Physical Science 

Department here and get to fifty percent women at the rate people are being hired 

and retiring, we would have to hire only women for almost a decade. If one-third 

of our hires are women, it will take thirty years to get to fifty percent women 

faculty! (Dean Mosely, interview, April 2019) 
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Dean Mosely invokes a theory of tokenism to reason that things might get better when 

women are not in the minority (Kanter, 1977). However, waiting thirty years to get there 

translates to a ‘pathetically long time constant’. Professor W, the only woman full 

professor in the department and whose remarks I analyze in Part 4, estimated this time 

constant at one-hundred years. Overcoming the time constant would require hiring ‘only 

women’, which is not a feasible or legal hiring plan. 

Finally, I return to Dr Welles’s complaint about the job’s lack of support with 

‘pay and credit and recognition and respect’, features of jobs that “are disproportionately 

found in male-dominated occupations” (Britton, 1999, p. 2), and which are usually 

associated as rewards for demonstrating ‘merit’. If so, Dr Welles is also suggesting that 

her merit is not being supported by the institution. So why then, does Dr Mosely profess 

to value ‘merit’? In the following sections of this chapter, I examine their conflicting 

claims through the experiences of the teaching faculty. Is this an alternative workplace 

for women to meet their potential as scientists through teaching and also meet their 

domestic responsibilities? Do neoliberal ideals construct an occupation where those with 

merit are rewarded while those with less are not? Are there pathways to advance, change 

and grow in this occupation over time? 

To investigate these questions, I wade into the analytical field through fractures. 

These are metaphors that arose in my fieldwork and have particular salience because the 

teaching faculty’s work lives are nested within structures and histories that are fissured 

through ethnographic fieldwork: flying under the radar, iced out, husband to make the big 

bucks, queen bees.  
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1.3 Dr Welles’s metaphors shine light on fractures 

1.3.1 Flying under the radar  

Dr Welles joined the teaching faculty when she had small children, and she describes the 

first phase of her time with it: 

I flew under the radar for 8 years. I taught my class, I came and went, and never 

went to a single meeting.  And most people didn't know who I was; because I was 

living my life, and I only did this for mental stimulation. I didn't want to lose all 

the information that I had in my head...and for a little bit of extra money, and it 

was fun (Dr Welles, interview, November 2017) 

 

Part 2 is an examination of the concepts, recognition and respect, through the metaphor 

‘flying under the radar’. I conceptualize the radar as a mechanism of self-surveillance, 

and use theories of neoliberal postfeminism to analyze how being on/off the radar 

connects to (in)visibility and esteem. I analyze the experiences of Dr Wheelock, Dr 

Westover, Dr Winsor, Dr Winthrop, Dr Macintosh, and Dr Mason to answer the question: 

How do teaching faculty in the neoliberal academy respond to the gender system in their 

search for work-life balance? 

1.3.2 Iced out 

As I presented in Section 1, Dr Welles shifted from viewing the teaching faculty as a 

‘temporary gig’ to trying to make it a career. There was no clear path to do so. Instead 

she looked for opportunities to use her educational knowledge to develop curricula and 

programs for the Physical Science Department and Sciences College, but often was left 

distressed. In a recent example out of a lengthy series of affronts, she was ‘iced out’ of an 

opportunity to do an interesting teaching project and garner prestige, despite Dean 
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Mosely admitting she was more qualified to do it. To add insult to injury, she believed 

that Professor Provost M, who no longer has a research group, planned to appropriate the 

curriculum. Since she was ‘not ok that he was basically taking credit for her work’ she 

spent part of her weekend creating a legal document stating she co-owned it, as 

intellectual property. When she talks to Dean Mosely about it, he admits to making ‘bad 

decisions’, and follows up by recommending that Dr Welles worry less about her career 

because, after all, she has a husband to make the ‘big bucks’ (Dr Welles, fieldnotes, April 

2018). 

In Part 3, I will use the metaphor ‘iced out’ as a fracture to examine issues of pay and 

credit. With a theoretical framing of neoliberal feminism (Rottenberg, 2018), I analyze 

the experiences of Dr Winsor, Dr Welles and Dr Macintosh and answer the question: 

How do the glass ceiling and the glass escalator impact the pay and credit bestowed on 

teaching faculty in the neoliberal university? 

1.3.3 Catfights and Queen Bees 

In developing their careers, the teaching faculty perceive they are gaining recognition 

and respect by advancing. A marker of advancement is promotion to a more senior title 

within the non-tenure track. When Dr Winsor put herself up for promotion to Senior 

Teaching Faculty, she did it after three years as teaching faculty. This quick advancement 

was considered by Dr Welles to be premature. She was part of the committee considering 

Dr Winsor’s promotion. She recalled expressing her doubts that Dr Winsor showed 

“maturity and sound teaching, which is her main job”. Overriding Dr Welles’s 
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reservations, the committee decided to promote Dr Winsor. According to Dr Welles, 

Associate Professor M reasoned it was acceptable to ignore Dr Welles’s reservations 

because from his perspective, Dr Welles and Dr Winsor were “in a catfight” and Dr 

Welles “just wants to be the queen bee” of the teaching faculty (fieldnotes, Dr Welles, 

April 2018). 

In Part 4, I use the metaphors ‘catfights’ and ‘queen bees’ to interrogate the concept 

of advancement. I take up Joan Acker’s conceptual framework of inequality regimes 

(2009) to analyse the experiences of Dr Welles and Dr Winsor and to answer the 

question: What sort of advancement paths are possible for the women teaching faculty? 

How do inequality regimes shape or sever these paths? 

1.4 Tying it together 

In Part 1, I sketched out a landscape, the field where the teaching faculty labor. I 

center Dr Welles to forge the analytical approach that structures Parts 2, 3 and 4. I start 

with her desire for work that gives her recognition, respect, pay and credit, which she 

claims Dean Mosely is in a position to bestow or withhold. Then I moved to Dean 

Mosely, who describes the terrain in the Physical Sciences Department. It seems from his 

perspective, that the research track is virtually uninhabitable for women. Alternatively, 

the teaching track is a palatable alternative space, not perfect but at least one that offers 

flexibility. Dr Welles, however, shows fractures that lead us to question whether this 

‘safe space’ offers any meaningful protection from the “acid rains of oppression” (Weis 

and Fine, 2012, p. 175). In the next sections, I explore these fractures in turn by tracing 
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the social relations amongst the teaching faculty and those from the institution who 

influence their work experiences. I show that for the female teaching faculty, these 

factors of a good career are withheld, as they are expected to be invisible workers who 

make few demands for developing a satisfying career. Moreover, privilege and 

disadvantage are in “strategic coproduction” (p. 175), because the few male teaching 

faculty are far less troubled by these fractures. I show how women teaching faculty 

contest their marginalization, but they are met with “micro practices” (p. 175) that 

reproduce structures that disadvantage them and privilege men.  
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PART 2: RECOGNITION AND RESPECT  

We are opening up new epistemological, theoretical, methodological, and ethical 

quandaries about how to make claims about what is designed to be unseen (e.g., 

the invisible hand of capital or racism or neoliberalism)  (Weis & Fine, 2012, p. 

177) 

 

Recognition is being seen, coming into the public view.  When female teaching faculty 

are responsible for significant labor in the domestic sphere, they have less opportunity to 

be seen in the public sphere of their work because they are balancing both reproductive 

and productive labor. For Dr Welles and others, this balancing produces a sense of ‘flying 

under the radar’, a metaphor that trades recognition and respect for flexibility. In this 

part, I take up the concepts of recognition and respect, exploring them as requirements for 

work in the public sphere that is not just endured but fulfilling.  

2.1 Conceptual framework 

Neoliberal feminism, which equates individual choice with empowerment, emphasizes 

self-monitoring and self-discipline as a mechanism to participate in the public sphere 

along with men. As such, it does not question the basic structure of the nuclear family 

(Gill, 2007). Therefore, work-life balance is often a prized goal for women in neoliberal 

society shaped by tenets of domesticity (Williams, 2001), a concept used to erase 

existence of women's household work by changing the discourse to balancing work with 

time devoted to family as opposed to doing dishes, laundry, grocery shopping and so 

forth. Domesticity is shaped by three entitlements that have bearing on women’s lives:  
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(1) employers to hire ideal workers (2) for men to be ideal workers (3) for 

children to have mothers whose lives are framed around caregiving. Together 

these three entitlements set up a powerful force field that pulls fathers into 

the ideal worker role and mothers into lives framed around caregiving. 

Choice rhetoric serves to veil the powerful mandates of domesticity in the 

language of self-fulfillment (p. 39) 

 

When market and family are organized around these entitlements, women are often faced 

with two alternatives. They can perform as ideal workers without the flow of family work 

provided by women and other privileges due to their gender that male workers enjoy (p. 

39). Or, they can opt-out of work altogether or move into "traditionally female jobs allow 

women to avoid the kinds of norms that make life difficult for them in... positions 

traditionally held by men" (p. 65) As such, work-life balance is frequently used as a 

reason to “opt-out” or “dial-down” their career goals (Stone, 2007).  

While women on the teaching faculty have dialed down their career goals avoid 

some of the demands of being an ideal worker, their marginalization in this workplace 

may result in their facing “fundamental and continuing threats to their opportunity for 

accurate recognition. Individuals denied access to the public realm or whose group 

membership limits their social possibilities cannot be accurately recognized ” (Harris-

Perry, 2011, p. 38). The scholarship of recognition grew out the Hegel’s ideas about how 

mutually affirming recognition between individuals and institutions is part of the social 

contract. A just and equitable social system must offer individuals equal opportunities for 

public recognition, with the public sphere offering a unique opportunity for self-

actualization (Harris-Perry, 2011). The gender system is not equitable, indeed it functions 

to reproduce inequity (Risman, 2004a), thus limiting women’s access to the public sphere 
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and its attendent recognition and respect through discourses of work-life balance and 

domesticity. Thus, the research question I ask in this part are: How do teaching faculty in 

the neoliberal academy respond to the gender system in their search for work-life 

balance? 

2.2 Recognition 

2.2.1 Flying under the radar 

Recall from Part 1, Section3a, that Dr Welles spent her first years as teaching faculty 

metaphorically flying under the radar: 

I flew under the radar for 8 years. I taught my class, I came and went, and never 

went to a single meeting.  And most people didn't know who I was; because I was 

living my life, and I only did this for mental stimulation. I didn't want to lose all 

the information that I had in my head...and for a little bit of extra money, and it 

was fun (Dr Welles, interview, November 2017) 

 

During these eight years, ‘living [her] life’ was full of domestic responsibilities: caring 

for young children and taking care of her house - often solo because her husband, a PhD 

scientist working in industry, traveled frequently. This demanding reproductive labor 

reduced the time she had to spend at work, so she did what she needed: came to campus, 

taught, and avoided meetings to the extent that ‘most people’ didn’t know her. We can 

assume that her students knew who she was, so the people she is referring to are adults – 

other teaching faculty, research faculty, and administration. She is also operating from a 

position of relative privilege, whereby her family income allowed her to see this job as 

something she could do for fun, ‘mental stimulation’, and for ‘a little bit of extra money’. 

Thus, she viewed ‘flying under the radar’ as at least partly of her own volition, a way for 
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her move between home and work on her own terms. Dr Wheelock also flew under the 

radar, but with very different motivating circumstances: 

What kept me going through grad school was the thought that I wanted to get to a 

level where I could set my own hours. I had one baby while in grad school and 

one right after, and I didn’t want them to have to go to afterschool care. I wanted 

my hours to match their school hours … When my kids were little, I was flying 

under the radar, just trying not to make too many mistakes, so that I could keep 

my job. I never wanted to be without a job (Dr Wheelock, interview, December 

2018) 

 

Dr Wheelock was raised in a low-income family and was a first-generation college 

student, which makes her having earned a PhD all the more noteworthy (Holley & 

Gardner, 2012; Kniffin, 2007). Her motivation in getting a PhD was getting a job that 

was flexible, so that she could be with her children afterschool. To stay in the middle-

class, she needs to continue to work, so she keeps her head down, focusing on not 

drawing attention to herself, just to stay at a level where she can set her own hours and 

also engage in carework at home. While their economic circumstances make their 

experiences quite different, both Dr Wheelock and Dr Welles, independent of each other, 

describe their feeling of being unrecognized as ‘flying under the radar’. Dr Welles also 

explains it as due to her need for flexibility: 

What keeps me in this job? It's the work-life balance. The flexibility, honestly. 

That's why I took the job and that's what keeps me in it. Isn't that terrible? (Dr 

Welles , interview, November 2017) 

 

Given that the affordance of having the ‘flexibility’ to do both substantial productive and 

reproductive labor is what ‘keeps [her] in it’, the central intention of ‘flying under the 

radar’ is to have a way to stay in science and stay employed while meeting expectations 
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for domesticity (J. Williams, 2001). When a teaching faculty flies under the radar, she has 

the feeling of evading surveillance from the radar. This gives her a sense of agency in the 

unequal power relation of being on the teaching track. Flexibility is also unsettling, as 

reflected by Dr Welles’s question ‘isn’t it terrible?’. It may indicate a tacit admission that 

she does not really like her work but stays because it is convenient. Alternatively, she 

may be sensitive to appearing to have taken advantage of the system by evading the 

radar.  

Moreover, this flexibility also implies that teaching faculty are freed up to work a 

full second shift (Hochschild & Machung, 2012) of domestic work, whether it is fitting 

teaching in between children’s school schedules or being home in the afternoons. Thus, 

expectations for women to fill their time socially responsible, communal activities 

(Diekman et al., 2010) are twice met, because as teachers they also are “impacting lives 

and making a difference” (Dr Welles, interview). The circumstances and demands on 

middle class women (Hays, 1998) are used to explain why ‘flying under the radar’ is a 

reasonable thing to do.  

For Dr Welles and Dr Wheelock, ‘flying under the radar’ suggests they were 

aware they were trading off recognition for their productive labor in the wage economy to 

do more reproductive labor in the non-wage economy. Thus, their labor is “feminized 

[and they are] able to be disassembled, reassembled, exploited as a reserve labour force; 

seen as less than workers than as servers” (Haraway, 1991, p. 157). However, flying 

under the radar is temporally bound.  After years of doing it, both Dr Welles and Dr 

Wheelock began to desire recognition for their work, to metaphorically be detected by the 
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radar.  

2.2.2 Attracting attention of the radar 

As their children grew up and needed less attention, Dr Wheelock and Dr Welles both 

wanted to engage with their work with a higher profile, figuratively to fly back on the 

radar: 

Now that my children are older, I am looking to get back into research. That 

really is a three-year plan, to lay out my options for research projects and decide 

if I am more interested in looking at the students, or looking at some other facets 

(Dr Wheelock, interview, December 2017) 

 

Dr Wheelock wants to re-enter research but is not on the research track. She knows it will 

not be automatic, she is charting a systematic three-year approach to planning a project, 

which would include doing evaluative work within the department and the introductory 

courses. The experience of Dr Welles, who is slightly older and has been looking to 

develop in her career for over a decade, indicates there are, however, enduring costs to 

having flown under the radar for less time than that: 

I'd like to think about my individualized skill set but the problem is I don't think I 

have a track record that shows that skill set. It's so unconventional. Nobody really 

knows what I do, even inside the physical science department. Which means there 

are not a lot of people who can vouch for what I'm doing (Dr Welles, interview, 

January 2018).  

 

The unintended consequences of flying under the radar, for Dr Welles, include lacking a 

‘track record’ that shows her ‘skill set’ and being recognized by people with power who 

can ‘vouch’ for her skills. This skill set goes beyond years of experience teaching the 

introductory course, because Dr Welles has engaged curriculum development projects, 

systematic reform to introduce student-centered pedagogy into the introductory course, 
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K-12 and community outreach projects, and faculty development work. Being on the 

radar would have required being under scrutiny, and she lacks ways to document this 

varied but ‘unconventional’ experience. This emphasis on the self and individual 

accomplishment, key features of the neoliberalism, leads Dr Welles to ultimately blame 

herself for not having a ‘track record that shows that skill set.’ This blame shapes Dr 

Welles’s belief that she self-governed despite her reliance on others for recognition, 

disadvantaging her not just personally but also at the social relational and ultimately 

institutional level of the gender system.  

Dr Wheelock and Dr Welles for many years wanted to maintain a toehold on 

their careers in science while also prioritizing gendered concerns of family by having 

control over their schedules. Because this is not explicitly endorsed by the institution, 

they feel they need avoid scrutiny of how they balance. Longer-term, they wanted to 

have the option to do different and more prestigious work, but this is premised on their 

hope that the experience gained from years on the teaching faculty is a recognizable 

skill set. Dean Mosely, however, does not appear to recognize or value their efforts: 

Secretly it is not a full-time job. Now it can be and that's the hard part right? How 

much time does it take to teach? Well the answer is, it can take as much time as 

you want to put into it ... we also have folks for whom that’s not working out so 

well, and they don’t need the flexibility anymore, and they’re ready to dive in and 

contribute constantly but the compensation doesn’t follow (Dean Mosely, 

interview, April 2019) 

 

He indicates that flying under the radar is happening in plain sight of the administration, 

who are keeping it a ‘secret’ that they expect the teaching faculty to only work part-time, 

and that they accept when the teaching faculty see it as a full-time job. Officially, the 
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teaching faculty are classified at full-time equivalents and are given benefits. The 

institution benefits when teaching faculty work for ‘as much time as [they] want to put 

into it’, so if the part-time nature of their job is a secret, then if those who balance think 

they are getting away with something, they will actually work harder than they really are 

expected to. Allowing a space that can be misunderstood to be under the radar produces 

a mechanism that controls and keeps the teaching faculty in line, until their children grow 

up and they attempt to re-appear on the radar. 

2.2.3 Acknowledging the radar 

Dr Westover had a different and more direct approach to how she managed her 

reproductive and productive labor. She responded directly to the figurative radar and was 

forthright about the time that she would devote to work and home. When she gave me her 

informed consent, she told me that I could engage in participant-observation with her 

during her workday routines of teaching, meetings and office hour, but she could not 

spare time for a one-on-one interview. She was not adverse to talking about her children 

and family life – each Sunday she posted on her classes’ Canvas pages an update “from 

the Westover house” where she shared kids’ accomplishments and family activities, and 

she brought her younger daughter to do demonstrations on the last day of class. Her 

transparency was apparent, as recounted to me by her colleague Dr Winsor: 

[Dr Westover's] a mom. She's mom first, she's made that very clear.  So, she 

works after her kids are asleep, she works in the morning, but between 2 and 

about 8, she's not on the clock.  But she's clear about that, and she gets the job 

done (Dr Winsor, interview). 
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Like Drs Wheelock and Welles, Dr Westover works a full second shift in addition to her 

productive labor on the teaching faculty. But her upfront attitude was not always to her 

benefit. Her strict boundaries about what type of work she was doing elicited negative 

reactions from several colleagues, who complained she replied very late at night to emails 

they had sent in the afternoon, or that she was inflexible on finding times to meet because 

she always needed to pick up her child from school. So, while Dr Westover was 

transparent about how she perceived her job to be flexible, her strict boundaries on how 

she managed her time produced ill-will from others who expected her to be more opaque 

about her commitments. 

2.2.4 The radar does not seem to apply to male faculty  

While women faculty appear to be affected by a lack of clarity on whether their jobs are 

full or part-time, their male colleagues Dr Macintosh and Dr Mason have very different 

experiences. Dr Macintosh, one of the newest teaching faculty, connects how much 

education is valued to how much effort he puts in:  

The department's not putting a lot into the instruction of the students, and that's 

disappointing, I think. But, that comes with the perk of the department not paying 

any attention to what you're doing, so it's nice to not really have to report to 

anybody. I guess we report to Associate Professor M but it's not like he has his 

thumb on us. So, if you don't want it to be, it's not that hard of a job. But, I think a 

lot of the teachers have trouble not taking it home with them, but I’m just like 

‘whatever, I'm done’ (Dr Macintosh, interview, January 2019) 

 

Similar to Dean Mosely, Dr Macintosh recognizes that the amount of time teaching takes 

is variable and can be based on what the individual wants. Similarly, he notes that ‘a lot 

of teachers’ put in too much time and effort– Dean Mosely says ‘they dive in and 
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contribute constantly’, Dr Macintosh says they ‘have trouble not taking it home with 

them’. But until many of his colleagues, Dr Macintosh can walk away, saying ‘whatever, 

I’m done’. Dr Mason, with many more years of experience, can go even further in his 

analysis: 

[I see] how dependent they are on lecturers, because they need the manpower and 

I'm too cheap to fire. It costs them a lot of money to have a professor teaching 

Introductory Physical Science and it costs them way less, three times less, to have 

me teach it. Plus, I have more free time [and] even though I'm not a rich medical 

doctor, I have three friends who are rich medical doctors, so I go on their boats 

and get invited to their functions and play in golf tournaments with them. And 

they bitch about their horrible schedules and they ask me ‘so when do you work?’ 

And I say, ‘this semester Tuesdays and Thursdays’ and they say, ‘well what do 

you do Monday, Wednesday, and Friday’?  and I say, ‘I stay at home and do 

whatever I want’ (Dr Mason, interview, December 2017) 

 

Like Dean Mosely sees the entire teaching faculty, these men see their jobs as low 

commitment and part-time, in contrast to the women, who put in as much time as they 

could at work in order to balance it with their duties at home, effectively working more 

than one job. When he is off, Dr Mason can do ‘whatever he likes’ and does not appear to 

have extensive domestic obligations – when I asked him specifically about them, he 

mentioned that his wife worked from home and that he was in charge of mowing the lawn 

‘and such’.  Contrast this to Dr Westover, whose days are filled with both domestic duties 

and teaching duties. Dr Mason, the older of these two men, says he provides low-cost 

‘manpower’ to teach alongside six women. He is not looking to be on the radar because 

he equates a good life with access to leisure activities and time. While he cannot buy the 

leisure, he has friends who can, and he has the ‘free time...to do whatever’ he wants, like 

to boat and golf with them while they ‘bitch’ about their schedules as ‘medical doctors’. 
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His choice of words echo what is felt by “many men in nontraditional occupations [who] 

described inexorable pressures to conform to hegemonic masculine norms” (Williams, 

1995, p. 143).  

Both of these men present themselves to me as comfortable constructing 

themselves as sort of anti-ideal workers (Thébaud & Pedulla, 2016), resisting the 

normative model of the overachieving scientist who spends all his time at work that is 

used by Dean Mosely to explain why alternative tracks exist for those who are not able to 

work in that way. In a distinct contrast to the Drs M, Dr Wheelock and Dr Welles regret 

that are not recognized for their accomplishments as teaching faculty and Dr Westover is 

sanctioned for being overt about her boundaries.  

2.2.5 Activating the radar and undoing gender 

To further illustrate how recognition is tied to gender, in this section I explore the 

counterexample, or negative case, of Dr. Winthrop. In her late 40s, Dr Winthrop’s self-

presentation is unique from the other women in the department. She is quite tall and 

dresses in work boots, cargo pants, and an untucked flannel shirt – and while other 

women do not always wear skirts, their style and self-presentation is more recognizably 

feminine. Dr Winthrop lives far from the city, about an hour away in the country with her 

husband, and her long drive means that she is only on campus for her classes, office 

hours, and meetings. She keeps busy at home with a large garden and a few goats. She 

says that her six cats are what “amounts to our kids - our furry family” because she has 

“never felt maternal, I'm not sure why, I'm just not. Give me a kitten and I want to cuddle 
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it and take care of it, though" (interview, Dr Winthrop, December 2018). While Dr 

Winthrop is not highly non-normative, her undoing of gender makes her qualitatively 

different enough from her peers that another participant described her to me as “an 

interesting person, maybe on the spectrum”, because her habit of looking to the side when 

she talks to someone, rather than in the eye. 

In a recent semester, Dr Winthrop has earned low evaluation scores from students, 

and this foisted her onto the radar. As a treatment she is paired with Dr Mason as a 

teaching partner, following his lead in teaching the second semester of the Introductory 

Course. Like Dr Mason, Dr Winthrop’s teaching style is lecture-based, and she writes 

notes onto pre-made slides as she solves example problems and then asks the students to 

try a similar one. This is similar to Dr Mason, and both pepper their lectures with jokes, 

often sarcastic. In contrast, many of the female teaching faculty, who her students may 

have taken in the preceding course, teach the introductory course with an ‘active 

learning’ approach that is more-student centered.  

I attended Dr Winthrop and Dr Mason’s classes for half of a semester, and their 

teaching was, in my estimation, comparable. Dr Winthrop was, however, very nervous 

about how her students performed relative to Dr Mason’s on their tests and about her 

evaluation scores: 

 

I am sitting with Dr Winthrop during her office hours on the day after the final 

test of the semester. When the students have left, she says, I finally get to eat my 

lunch and pulls out sandwich – leftover turkey from Thanksgiving. She checks 

her email, and says ‘the exam scores are here … what’s my average? Oh it’s a 67, 

that is great … now what did Dr Mason’s class get?’ Then, she gives a little cry of 
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happiness, because her class average is one point higher and begins to talk a lot, 

excitedly: ‘…she is so happy because now she has done the same as Dr Mason, so 

no one can say that she is not teaching well [The semester is nearly over, and] she 

had a few students tell her that they enjoyed the class, and she hopes that they will 

fill in the electronic evaluations.  In the meantime, she is looking forward to the 

end of finals, when she can “go home and cocoon” herself … she “won't be seen 

again on campus until the spring semester” (interview, Dr Winthrop, December 

2018) 

 

Dr Winthrop’s “acts and gestures” (Butler, 1990, p. 136) produce gender performativities 

are less intelligible than those of Dr Mason. Her style of dress and mannerisms of 

eccentric scientist s a normatively masculine performativity, which makes her less 

intelligible as a teacher, especially because her pedagogy is dissimilar to other female 

teaching faculty. Simultaneously, her female body works against her, making her less 

intelligible as a physical scientist. In contrast, Dr Mason’s male body contributes to his 

intelligibility as a physical scientist, so he can lecture and bolster a normatively 

masculine performativity.  

Butler suggests that “releasing woman from a unitary category, is to expand the 

possibilities of what it means to be a woman and in this sense to condition and enable an 

enhanced sense of agency” (Butler, 1994, p. 16), and indeed Dr Winthrop’s attitude to 

time spent at work, the secret part-time job, and to reproductive labor and childbearing is 

more similar to her male colleagues, and more agentic than her female colleagues. But, 

unlike the men, and in spite of similar teaching and even test scores, Dr Winthrop is on 

the radar. This surveillance from above, rather than a neoliberal self-surveillance, makes 

the work especially exhausting for her.  
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2.3 Being recognized and the quest for respect 

Another approach to being a female teaching faculty is exemplified by Dr Winsor. 

She took the job when she was newly married and had just finished her PhD in this 

department. She did not yet have children. She is decade(s) younger than Drs Welles, 

Wheelock, Westover, and Winthrop. For the time being, she has delayed having children 

- she reported to me that she and her partner were going to decide when she was 32, but 

when she reached age 32 they put it off for another year.  Not in on the men’s ‘secret’, 

she reflects on her first days in this job: 

About a month or two [after I began this job] I went to them. I said ‘I'm so bored 

I need another project. This cannot be my only job, otherwise you guys are going 

to lose me because I cannot just teach 2 classes. I have all this extra time!’ So 

they gave me demonstrations and outreach… everything was serendipitous with 

me. That position opened up, they needed someone to come in … I really like to 

volunteer and I couldn't get my time in when I was in graduate school, and I 

thought this might be an interesting way to do that and make it part of my job 

(interview, Dr Winsor, December 2017) 

 

When Dr Winsor encounters extra time, she feels bored and asks for another project. 

Liking volunteering, she takes on more work that she feels has a social mission, 

something she feels is ‘serendipitous’, so she throws herself into the work and she fosters 

it into a broader profile as a science educator through entertainment: 

This past semester I was traveling at least once if not twice per week, so I would 

teach Tuesday and Thursday so that Wednesday I could be somewhere else and 

then Thursday after class I was off on a plane, to do something for a Saturday 

show. I'm constantly traveling, it's just exhausting and I'm so tired (interview, Dr 

Winsor, December 2018). 
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In contrast to her age peer Dr Macintosh, who sees the department’s inattention to 

teaching as a ‘perk’, and her gender peers Dr Wheelock and Dr Welles, who kept a low 

profile out of necessity to care for her home and children, Dr Winsor takes the opposite 

approach and gets herself not only on the institutional radar but on the national radar. She 

flies around the country doing science shows, bringing attention to herself and to the 

university. At this point in her life, she says that: 

[My partner and I]  understand what it means to put career before family, not in 

the negative way but just a little bit, and then if either of us feels like it’s too 

much, or working too much: ‘I don't feel like you're at home at all’, we voice that 

(interview, Dr Winsor, December 2018) 

 

Dr Winsor understands career and family as separate entities requiring differential 

attention at different times. Putting ‘career before family’ has the potential to be negative, 

but not if it is done ‘just a little bit’. However, the prospect of children morphs this 

negotiation between partners into a gendered one and places additional burden on the 

woman: 

Honestly really, and this is so weird, I never thought I would think this. But, I 

would like someone, like a nanny, who was just with me all the time, all day 

everyday, and with the kid. The kid is there and near me, but [the nanny] can take 

care of the basic needs. But I’m there to be the mom, because the thought of my 

kid being at home with a nanny, and growing attached to someone else being 

there and doing what I feel like is my job... like you know, a good mom takes care 

of their kid (interview, Dr Winsor, December 2018) 

 

Dr Winsor can conceptualize work-life balance through the lens of choice rhetoric (J. 

Williams, 2001) when childcare is not a factor. However, when she imagines children she 

engages in a bifurcation of consciousness, “a daily chasm to be crossed” (Smith, 1990, p. 

20), imagining ‘someone...who was just with me all the time’ to care for her child while 
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she attends to the demands of her job. Dr Winsor’s self-expressivity is dualistic and 

competing, because the subject positions of scientist and mother appear mutually 

exclusive. This is supported by what she said during a meeting of an empowerment group 

for women students in the Physical Science department, when she recounted advice she 

had gotten from Dean Mosely: 

who advised that he always planned four strategic paths. Dr Winsor says she has 

never been able to come up with four paths but she does have three. Number (1) is 

being a housewife, “a cool lady who adopts kids and helps out people”. But, 

“whoever thinks I am going to do that doesn’t know me”, she laughs. Number (2) 

is being “the professor, who teaches and gets good evaluation scores from 

students”. Finally, Number (3) is being “a celebrity scientist, but the female 

version” (fieldnotes, Dr Winsor, April 2019).  

 

We see here that Dr Winsor can trace how she might follow each of these paths in her 

imagination, but they are distinct.  Although she is currently teaching faculty, a job that is 

purportedly structured to ‘teach’ and do the duties of a ‘housewife’, she constructs these 

roles as separate because in her experience being on the radar leaves no time to do both 

well. Also, being a housewife, to her, requires a full-time commitment, because ‘a good 

mom takes care of their kid’, which for middle-class white women like her includes the 

expectation of an intensive mothering model (Hays, 1998) which often leads to them 

opting-out (Stone, 2007). While she immediately dismisses the housewife path, Dr 

Winsor can imagine how the roles of ‘celebrity scientist’ and ‘University Phoebe’ could 

fit together. Nevertheless, she reflects that: 

my dream situation would be to have the best of both worlds, having my cake and 

eating it too so…[laughs]  I want to teach here, I want to do Introductory Physical 

Science and then in the summer travel for outreach, and that would be just perfect 

… maybe I would have to cut it down to just one section, which would break my 

heart, but that's what all the tenure-track faculty do (interview, Dr Winsor, 
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December 2018) 

 

What Dr Winsor is conceptualizing is a blurring of the boundary between the tenure and 

non-tenure track. She sees herself as a teaching faculty with a special capacity for 

outreach, one that, as I explore in Part 3, is on par with the special capacity for research 

that tenure-track faculty have. She is willing to work very hard, put ‘career before 

family’, fully devote herself to this work, and be on the radar. As discussed further in Part 

3, this is what she has seen women tenure-track faculty are also expected to do.  She also 

thinks that the university should recognize the importance of the distinct types of work 

that the two faculties do: 

We [the TT faculty and the NTT faculty] absolutely need each other. I need them 

to be working on research and pulling in money, having a graduate student 

system, taking care of our graduate students. And they need me to be teaching 

these big classes of undergraduates that they don't have time for. It's a really good 

way to run a university, in my opinion, if it's done politely and with respect. We 

all have our strengths and they'll admit to my face that they can't teach like me. 

They know that they could never do what I do in the classroom, that's not their 

strength. I look right back at them and say ‘and I could never sit in my office 

seven days a week writing grants’, no thank you, I would die, I would absolutely 

die. So, we need each other and I think a lot of them realize that. (interview, Dr 

Winsor, December 2018) 

 

While the teaching faculty are ‘teaching these big classes of undergraduates’ and the 

research faculty are ‘pulling in money, having a graduate student system’, Dr Winsor 

suggests these activities should not be viewed on a hierarchy but rather as mutually 

constitutive. She points out that ‘we all have our strengths … they can’t teach like me’ 

but that she does not want to ‘sit ... writing grants’. She acknowledges that everyone in 

this system is working very hard, ‘seven days a week,’ and she thinks this ‘is a good way 

to run a university’, but only if ‘it is done politely and with respect’. 
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2.3.1 Who gets the respect? 

In this section I take up the concept of respect to examine whether it can, as Dr 

Winsor hopes, be given to female teaching faculty who ‘can teach like’ her. Dr Winsor 

connects having respect with being recognized, which includes giving a good first 

impression, dressing up and attending meetings: 

Whereas a lot of my colleagues will roll in jeans and a t-shirt with, like, a 

scrunchie in their hair -no judgment on that whatsoever - except for the fact that 

you dress for the job that you want and you walk in a certain way. I walked in 

from the first day basically demanding respect. I show up to every faculty 

meeting. I'm the only teaching faculty that does that. I go every single time. Dr 

Welles tries to go, but she has to go home for her dog and stuff like that … but 

she is the second most frequent person who is there with me (Dr Winsor, 

interview, December 2017) 

 

From the ‘first day’, Dr Winsor tried to demand respect by always staying on the radar. 

She never misses the faculty meeting and keeps tabs on the other teaching faculty’s 

attendance there. Those who go home after they are done teaching are also the colleagues 

who might choose jeans, a t-shirt and a scrunchie - clothes for people who are not 

recognized at work and in Dr Winsor’s view also not demanding respect. On the other 

hand, Dr Winsor dresses and walks very differently from her colleagues - “I wear skirts 

and heels, and I march in” (fieldnotes, April 2019) - in a very intentional way, she is 

dressing and walking ‘for the job she wants’. This also requires showing that she has 

retained her competence as a research scientist: 

[in meetings] when people are talking about research I follow up with actual 

legitimate questions and talk to them about their research I don't just sit there and 

say ‘un huh, uh huh’. So I remind them that I am a PhD scientist and then I can 

absolutely go toe-to-toe with them... then they kind of treat you with respect.... I 

really believe that you are going to be judged by the way you present yourself, 

especially as a woman (Dr Winsor, interview, December 2017) 
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Dr Winsor believes that first impressions matter, but she must be vigilant and never 

waver over time. She completed her PhD in this department and never left, but she 

continues to ‘remind’ the research faculty of her capability as a scientist to ‘go toe-to-toe 

with them’. She has to constantly be vigilant about how she presents herself, and this is 

due ‘especially’ to gender. Nevertheless, garnering even a small amount of respect 

requires her to always self-surveille because she expects others to judge her appearance 

and demeanor. When reflecting on relationships with others, Dr Winsor says: 

Because I have earned respect, I think that's helping [all the teaching faculty], but 

at the same time these other teaching faculty have to show up and if they don't 

show up then nothing's going to change …. But Dr Mason has respect, because 

it’s Dr Mason. And he did electrophysical science, so apparently…In Dr Mason’s 

defense he's very respectable (Dr Winsor, interview, December 2018)   

 

After criticizing the teaching faculty, including Dr Mason in an interview a year later for 

still not going to meetings, Dr Winsor offers that Dr Mason has ‘respect’. Trying to 

explain why, she first says it’s because it’s him, then jokes that it’s because of his 

subspecialty during his graduate work, then says it appears he is just ‘respectable’. How 

does Dr Mason embody respectability? This interview with Dr Mason gives a clue of 

how respectable is constructed: 

I think there are certain tenured faculty who know me and have worked with me, 

they value me  … especially those who have had to work with us on some sort of 

level and realize, ‘oh, they actually know a lot about how to teach and all this’. 

Whereas for a lot of them, you don’t have their respect because you are not doing 

research ... so you have already lost a chunk of respect… but the most part, the 

right people respect me and those are the ones in a position to keep me here (Dr 

Mason, interview, December 2017) 

 

In Dr Mason’s view, as long as the right people respect him, he is secure. He has 

connected with them on the basis of his gender, as opposed to Dr Winsor who needs to 



 102 

work harder and prove herself again and again even to research faculty because she is a 

woman. This suggests that being respectable is being valued by the right people for your 

knowledge about teaching, value that is derived in Dr Mason’s case from his age - which 

is older so he can’t really be seen anymore as a ‘glorified teaching assistant - and gender- 

male.  

Contrast this respectability to Dr Welles’s, who like Dr Mason is older and has 

been doing this job for many years:  

The flexibility has served me well but I have given up other things such as solid 

career advancement. I'm at the point in my life where I have really good ideas and 

I have the skills to follow through and implement them. But, I also have no 

authority and really get no respect from some people. I'm not heard and it's 

frustrating (Dr Welles, interview, January 2018) 

 

While Dr Mason gets respect from the right people, those who are involved in education 

and have worked with the teaching faculty, Dr Welles perceives she has ‘no authority’ 

and gets ‘no respect’. She is confident in her ideas and skills, and ‘the right people’ in the 

right ‘positions’ have called on her to use them: 

[The course transformation] got all kinds of attention, and Professor Provost M 

wanted to be a part of it, so he had this big idea … he, Dean Mosely and I would 

team teach and we would do all the Tuesday-Thursday classes. But, before it was 

all decided we had this meeting [in the administration office], and all these people 

were there, including Dean Mosely. I was excited and sharing my ideas] but 

Professor Provost M was like ‘You are not going to tell me what to do, FU FU 

FU’ in front of everybody … I was like uhhhhhh ... it was so awkward I just 

closed my notebook and sat there,  I should have gotten up and left … He was 

practically crying, he immediately apologized. I said, “I accept your apology” and 

then I just sat there and the meeting went on. After that I decided I was going to 

quit and I almost quit, and so I told him… He's like  ‘don't quit don't quit’. So I 

said “okay, I will do this with you if you treat me with respect. If you treat me 

disrespectfully in front of people, I'm not going to do it.’  He was like ‘I will I will 

I'm sorry I will’ (Dr Welles, interview, January 2018) 
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By this account, Dr Welles did nothing more than become excited and share her ideas, 

which elicited verbal abuse by Professor Provost M, in front of other people who were 

closer in rank to him. Placed squarely on the radar, Dr Welles can do nothing more than 

close her notebook, signaling that she is no longer engaging with the meeting. However, 

she cannot get up and leave, frozen in place by the ‘awkward’ situation where she is 

berated for telling someone with more power ‘what to do’. The situation is not only 

awkward but the definition of uncivil: rude and discourteous behavior that displays lack 

of regard for others is incivility (Miner et al., 2019).  

Practically crying, Professor Provost M publicly repents. He also privately begs 

her not to quit and promises to treat Dr Welles with respect, which indicates that he 

knows he needs her to be part of the project which had gotten ‘all kinds of attention’. 

Nevertheless, he goes back on that promise. As Dr Welles recounts several times, she 

was affronted: 

Apparently we had different definitions of respect...there was a meeting between 

me and him and his four undergraduate assistants, and he was like ‘well I'm trying 

new team teaching with Dr Welles here and she's just going to do her active 

learning, whatever that is ... she thinks she knows what she's talking about 

because she went to a conference once’  and they were all just snickering.  That's 

how he was talking about me in front of his students.  One of those students told 

my teaching assistant, ‘Oh my God! Professor Provost M was making fun of Dr 

Welles, it was hilarious’ and then my TA told me ... that was a miserable year. He 

treated me like crap (Dr Welles, (interview, January 2018) 

 

Dr Welles expected that her pedagogy would not be derided by Professor Provost M, but 

instead he joked about it with undergraduates, emphasizing that he thought she lacked the 

qualifications to ‘know what she’s talking about’. Then, she heard from someone junior 
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to her, a teaching assistant, that she was being made fun of. The outcome is that she 

experienced misery rather than affirmation, and spent an entire year feeling like she was 

being treated ‘like crap’. So we see that promises of respect are not kept, despite this 

endeavor needing the involvement of Dr Welles because she was central to the course’s 

‘transformation’ to active learning. In the following vignette, Dr Welles reports that she 

was berated in a teaching faculty meeting by the Physical Science department chair after 

being assigned an unclear duty: 

So I sat there and listened to him. Then I said “With all due respect, I just was told 

to do this job and I have gotten no directive about what to do”.... And then later 

Professor W, who's been here forever, sent me an email saying that she was very 

sorry the chair talked to me in that way, and that I am well-respected member of 

our department. So, she would go to bat for me but she didn't come up and say it 

to me... but she is very reserved maybe that's her style. I don't know her very well 

after all these years... I still don't really know her (Dr Welles, fieldnotes, 

November 2017) 

 

While Dr Welles must address the Chair with ‘all due respect’, the only respect that she 

gets is through email, after the meeting. She points out that there are different definitions 

of respect, which indicates, at least for Dr Welles, that it is a slippery and inconsistently 

salient concept. While it may bring a small comfort, a message of respect delivered in 

private, through email, is essentially a secret.  Here, however, the secret message of 

respect is coming from the most senior tenure-track woman, someone Dr Welles has 

known ‘all these years’ but who she does not know well because she is ‘very reserved’.  

This secret respect mirrors Dean Mosely’s secret part-time job: 

I am regularly involved in administrative meetings at the University which 

involve our college, the Provost office, other colleges... and those settings, there 

are almost always incredibly intelligent, talented, ambitious women who are in 

roles of support, but not in power. They are the people who are running the 
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department but are not the department chair, they're the person who is secretly the 

director who makes the office run and without whom everything would collapse 

but they're not the Provost. That is true all over the place and it's particularly bad 

in STEM. (Dean Mosely, interview, April 2019) 

 

Here, Dean Mosely acknowledges that women are doing the work of running 

departments and even colleges but it is done in secret. The ‘intelligent, talented, 

ambitious women’ who support the entire University structure, ‘without whom 

everything would collapse’ are again, not privy to the secret that their ambition will likely 

not result in more power - that is generally reserved for the men. Dean Mosely names the 

Provost, but as Dr Welles mentioned above, he has also benefitted from her support while 

keeping secrets from her. He also acknowledges that while these conditions exist 

throughout the university, the STEM fields are particularly egregious. 

In Dr Welles’s words, there are “different definitions of respect” for different 

teaching faculty. She asks for respect, is promised it by Professor M, but only gets it in 

secret from Professor F. This is related to being less recognized because of the time she 

spent flying under the radar. Dr Winsor demands respect from the research faculty and 

believes she has earned it, at least ‘kind of’, by consistently showing up. One reason she 

has more opportunity to be on the radar is that her domestic responsibilities are fewer 

than many of her women colleagues, but she can only imagine having children with a 

self-replication, a sort of bifurcated consciousness, which is “a daily chasm to be crossed 

[between] research, teaching and administration, and … managing somehow the house 

and household and the children” (Smith, 1990, p. 20). Dr Mason, inherently ‘respectable’ 

due to his gender, is unperturbed that some research faculty do not respect him, because 
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the ‘right people’ do and they have the power to keep him in a secure position. These 

‘different definitions of respect’ suggest that how the teaching faculty are surveilled and 

respected or disrespected is dependent on their gender.  

2.4 Recognition and respect are circumscribed by gender norms 

We are opening up new epistemological, theoretical, methodological, and ethical 

quandaries about how to make claims about what is designed to be unseen, e.g., 

the invisible hand of capital or racism or neoliberalism (Weis and Fine, 2012, p. 

177) 

 

Sustained through neoliberal governmentality, the teaching track is constructed as 

a ‘secret’ ruse which makes women believe they may fly under the radar for a time and 

have the possibility of being recognized when their life-circumstances change to allow 

them to. Dr Winsor sees it another way, where the teaching faculty offers a cohort of 

expert educators the opportunity to be recognized, while fulfilling the university’s need 

for a low-cost workers to teach its undergraduates, in a relationship mediated by respect. 

The teaching faculty desire respect, a way to transform their work into something that 

will make them happy and fulfilled, but this proves elusive to the women who are doing 

teaching faculty in the way that the power structure wants. That is, those women who are 

not in on the secret of it being part-time work, and who try to balance work and family by 

evading the radar’s surveillance. Because they are not privy to the secret, they work hard 

at teaching, putting in more than the minimum time required, and they also put in a 

second shift at home: through neoliberal governmentality, their docile bodies are 

controlled and never permitted wasted time and idleness. Because a teaching faculty’s 

load is two classes per semester, the rest of the time in their days could be wasted if their 



 107 

jobs were not interpreted as leaving time to fully engage in domestic duties such as 

childcare and housekeeping, so that they can “extract, from time, ever more available 

moments” (Foucault, 1977, p. 154). Dr Winsor does not have childcare responsibilities, 

so when she realizes that teaching two classes leaves her with extra time, she asks for 

more work that keeps her constantly busy. The male teaching faculty have a different 

experience. Privy to the ‘secret’ of the part-time work, they can leave work at work and 

spend their time off with leisure activities. 

Discourses of flexibility, balance, and separate spheres produce a teaching faculty 

comprised of mostly women, and the extent of their productive and reproductive labor is 

unrecognized by the institution. Shaped by neoliberal feminism with idealizes balance, 

women are subjects to discourses of futurity.  The promise of future recognition and 

respect constructs women as human capital that is being cultivated for the future rather 

than the present. The teaching faculty know that the university depends on them to 

operate as a neoliberal public institution (O’Keefe & Courtois, 2019), and suggest that 

respect can be the mediating factor that allows the teaching and research tracks to coexist.  

Respect may not, however, be enough. Nancy Fraser argues that recognition is 

understood as a social subordination that prevents participating as a peer in the public 

sphere, redressing it requires a “politics aimed at overcoming subordination by 

establishing the misrecognized party as a full member of society [because] 

misrecognition is not relayed through free-floating cultural representations or discourses. 

It is perpetrated...through institutionalized patterns" (Fraser, 2000, pp. 113-114)). 

Analysis of institutional patterns indicates that if female teaching faculty are under-
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recognized and under-respected, it is not due to their individual behaviors relative to 

surveillance by the radar, but rather because their lives are shaped by a gender system 

structured to (re)produce inequality (Risman, 2004b). Joan Acker (2009) argues out that 

patterns of invisibility/visibility in organizations vary with the basis for the inequality. 

Gender inequality amongst the teaching faculty is often seen as something beside the 

point, because the system has been created on the basis of a gendered division of labor. 

When men are in the teaching faculty, they receive special treatment, as explored in Part 

3. 
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PART 3: PAY AND CREDIT 

 

We cannot reproduce the conceptual firewalls separating present from past, 

resilience from oppression, achievement from opportunity, progress from decline. 

We believe now that critical scholars have a responsibility to connect the dots 

across these presumed binaries and refuse to reproduce representations of 

individuals as autonomous self-contained units dangling freely and able to pursue 

their life choices unencumbered by constraint. (Weis & Fine, 2012, p. 175-6) 

 

In part 1 Dr Welles called for ‘recognition, respect, pay and credit’. In part 2, I 

analyzed recognition and respect from a lens of neoliberal feminism’s privileging of 

work-life balance. In Part 3, I extend these analytical insights and use the concepts glass 

ceiling and glass escalator to examine pay and credit. Recognition and respect are 

abstract, intrinsic concepts. Insofar that pay and credit are more material and extrinsic 

(Britton, 1999), they can be counted, measured, and even seen.  

3.1 Conceptual Framework 

Neoliberal feminism is premised on an understanding that the sexual revolution 

has taken place and women just need to rouse themselves to act, something that Dr 

Winsor echoes with her call for the other women teaching faculty to ‘show up’. However, 

an "exhortation to lean into their careers effectively reorients women away from concepts 

of solidarity and toward their own particular development" (Rottenberg, 2018, p 68). 

Contemporary discourses about women’s participation in the professions, reliant on 

meritocratic logics, have individualized the problem of the glass ceiling - very prominent 

is the urging of the Facebook executive Sheryl Sandberg to Lean In. Leaning in figures 

around a rationale that persistent issues of discrimination such as the wage gap can be 
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overcome if women try hard enough, put themselves forward, and don’t get pushed 

around. This discourse, that true equality is individuals moving up, one woman at a time 

is problematic because "the notions of internalizing the revolution and leaning in conjure 

up discrete and isolated feminist consciousness [which is] particularly disconcerting" 

(Rottenberg, 2018, p. 67). Orienting women towards their own development atomizes 

their experience and places them in a state of precarity which can be maintained by a 

glass ceiling that denies them appropriate recognition and respect. Christine Williams’ 

glass escalator concept (C. L. Williams, 1992, 2013) is a dynamic contrast to the static 

glass ceiling, most applicable to men working in female-dominated jobs such as 

elementary teaching and nursing. The glass escalator operates to whisk these men out of 

the rank-and-file and into roles with more authority, better pay, and higher status, often in 

spite of a stated desire to remain in place. For example, a male preschool teacher who 

enjoys the work and wants to continue doing is encouraged to move to school 

administration even when he has not sought it out. In aggregate, the glass escalator moves 

the few men who are in some feminized professional work to more prestigious positions, 

leaving women in the rank-and-file.  

At face value, a glass escalator mechanism is counterintuitive, because if 

workplace inequity is simply based on tokenism (Kanter 1977) we would expect such 

men to experience marginalization and their own glass ceilings. For example, a man who 

works as a first-grade teacher is a token and would be blocked by a glass ceiling from 

advancing to school principal, in parallel with a token woman in engineering being 

blocked from advancing to chief engineer. However, men teachers are advanced out of 
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lower-status roles and into higher-status ones more readily than women teachers; the 

force fields seem to run in opposite directions (Williams, 1992). Thus, the glass escalator 

is a metaphor that captures the structural advantages that enhance men’s careers in 

feminized occupational sectors.  

The glass escalator metaphor is most applicable, however, to the situations of 

white, heterosexual men. Black men in nursing do not ride the glass escalator in the same 

way as their white peers (Wingfield, 2009) and LGBT teachers benefit most when they 

appear and behave according to cis-gendered norms (C. Connell, 2012). A revised 

metaphor (Williams, 2013) takes into account intersectional identities and the 

contemporary neoliberal transformation of work. Occupational sectors such as education 

are highly dependent on the government for support, and neoliberal policies have led to 

their budgets being slashed and the power of unions being diminished. With this comes 

an increased casualization and career progression that is more precarious. These are the 

conditions that the teaching faculty work under in a public university on a contingent 

basis. As such, the research question that guides this part is: How do the glass ceiling and 

the glass escalator impact the pay and credit bestowed on teaching faculty in the 

neoliberal university? 

In Part 2, we saw indications that flying under the radar for extended periods of 

time, which could also be described as leaning out, may have resulted in Dr Welles being 

denied respect and recognition. Dr Winsor, however, does lean in, demands respect, and 

reports that she has it. In Part 3, I examine how pay and credit are issued or denied using 

the metaphor of the glass ceiling and glass escalator. We will see that here Dr Welles also 
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leans in to fight for the pay and credit, but that the glass ceiling is maintained by 

mechanisms that withhold it or appropriate it. In a sharp contrast, Dr Macintosh does not 

lean in. Nevertheless, though he stands back, he is escalated to receive higher pay. 

3.2 Glass Ceilings 

3.2.1 Dr Welles is iced out from better compensation and credit 

In this section I show how Dr Welles was blocked from being properly credited or 

compensated for her work as teaching faculty, despite her efforts to gain this credit and 

her qualifications to move in these roles. I start from what she idiomatically describes as 

being “iced out” and told that she should work less because her husband makes the “big 

bucks”, trace the social relations of other teaching faculty who have similar experiences, 

and then connect this to the gender system on the institutional level.  

Recall the vignette from part 1, section 3b. Here is a more detailed version of my 

fieldnotes: 

Dr Welles felt that she had been “iced out” of an opportunity to develop and 

facilitate an introductory course for public high school students, Entrees to 

StateU5. She says that the course “will be a moneymaker for [our university] - 

it’s a line item in the state budget”. When the opportunity first arose, she 

“advocated” to lead it based on her long experience developing and teaching 

introductory courses. However, she says that Dean Mosely “gave it to” tenured 

Professor M, someone who “has given up his research” and teaches the 

introductory course along with his duties as a provost. Dr Welles believes that 

Professor M plans to use the curriculum that she developed for Introductory 

Physical Science when he runs Entrees to StateU. She is “not ok” that he is 

“basically taking credit for her work” despite her being “iced out” of 

involvement.   

 
5 an alternative to the Advanced Placement course that can count for college credit at 

public universities in this state 
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Dr Welles went to Dean Mosely on a Friday afternoon and expressed her 

dissatisfaction. Dean M said “in a snotty way - what do you want? What would 

make you happy?” Dr Welles says that as she spoke her mind, because “they 

used to be friends”, he got “paler and paler”. She pointed out that she was always 

looking for opportunities to grow, but she feels that not only did he not support 

her, but they used her in the past and they are going to use her again. She says 

that eventually Dean Mosely admitted to having made bad decisions each time 

and said that he is sorry. But, says Dr Welles, “here it is happening again with 

this Entrees to StateU and Dr M is planning to use our materials!” So, on 

Saturday Dr Welles typed up a document specifying that she, Dean Mosely and 

Dr Mason each own one-third of this product and it cannot be changed without 

their permission.  

It is not the first time something like this has happened, and Dr Welles has 

complained before to Dean Mosely about being passed over for good 

opportunities, which were given to people she believes are less qualified as 

educators to handle. Once, he told her she should worry less about getting more 

authority or asking for a raise because her husband “makes the big bucks”, a 

comment that made her feel like “less than a person”6 (fieldnote, Dr Welles, 

April 2018) 

 

This situation demonstrates how the gender system disadvantages Dr Welles and 

fractures her to the extent that she feels like ‘less than a person’. Dr Welles is a highly 

qualified educator, something that Dean Mosely recognizes, because he stated in an 

interview that he viewed the teaching faculty overall as more “knowledgeable” about 

education because they “have sought out education research or professional development 

in ways that the tenure track faculty have not” (Dean Mosely, interview, April 2019). 

Professor Provost M may be tenured, but he has also ‘given up’ leading a research group 

in physical science. Rather than this being discrediting for him, he gets his pick of what 

to be involved in with undergraduate education. The hierarchy of tenure creates a 

mechanism for Dean Mosely to give a desirable opportunity in education to him. 

 
6 Fieldnotes, spring 2018 
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Furthermore, he is able to take it on because he has the power to appropriate Dr Welles’s 

pedagogy and curriculum.  

Dr Welles talked to Dean Mosely on a Friday afternoon about her dissatisfaction, despite 

his having diminished her personhood in the past by suggesting that her own desire for 

recognition in her career was driven by money and thus irrational because she is married 

to a man who makes ‘big bucks’. On the institutional level, Dean Mosely acted 

expediently by passing Dr Welles over for someone in the tenure-track even though he 

knows her to be competent, thereby reinscribing a hierarchy that organizes job queues as 

gender queues (Reskin & Roos, 1990). 

3.2.2 Hierarchies of gendered power 

Several earlier events foreshadowed Dr Welles’s recent experience of being iced 

out by more powerful men, with them taking credit for her work. She had headed up 

several initiatives that deal with improving science education, including a three-year 

curriculum to “teach the preservice elementary teachers how to teach science”. In its 

development, she spent several years coming up with an idea, writing a proposal, co-

chairing a committee with a faculty member who “said that he wouldn't be on the 

committee if a teaching faculty was the chair because he was an associate professor. He 

had to have a private meeting with Professor M saying he would only be on the 

committee if he could be the co-chair”, and then teaching the classes. However,  

in terms of getting the credit, though, I was so naive... it was part of [the associate 

professor’s’] grand plan to stop doing his research. He wanted to be part of the 

administration, and so when Professor M got moved to the Provost office [the 

faculty member who was the co-chair] got Professor M’s job. We wrote a grant 



 115 

together and he kind of iced me out of it. It was crazy because he needed to be the 

one to advance his career (Dr Welles, interview, November 2017) 

 

A pattern of doing original work that is crucial for the educational mission of the 

institution, but being ‘iced out’ when a powerful man who is looking for a way to stay 

relevant takes the credit supports research on contingent faculty: "precarious workers 

who teach … pioneer assessment formats, teaching strategies and pedagogical practice 

but are rarely credited appropriately for such work...typically denied ownership over or 

credit for their work” (O’Keefe and Courtois 2019). The term ‘iced out’ seems to be 

another metaphor for the glass ceiling (Reskin & Padavic, 1994; Rosser, 2004), where 

she is encouraged to be innovative and dedicated, but she is not given credit because it is 

being appropriated to advance someone else’s ‘grand plan’. This is a function of gender 

bias and is a pattern in STEM workplaces (Williams, 2014). 

3.2.3 Keeping a glass ceiling icy by denying pay  

Dean Mosely described how the glass ceiling is maintained by presenting any work that 

outside of the teaching as voluntary: 

Frankly, [the teaching faculty] get taken advantage of in a large scheme because 

people just contribute and their contributions are greatly valued except 

monetarily, and rarely does anyone say ‘you know what, you're working a little 

bit too hard just like (he gestures away from himself) take the time off’... no 

people are like ‘great!’ you're coming up with all this new inventive stuff you're 

serving on this committee, and volunteering for that and so on’ but what has never 

caught up is any kind of compensation (interview, Dean Mosely, April 2019) 

 

While Dean Mosely professes to value the teaching faculty’s work, he is not willing to 

provide commensurate compensation for doing what Dr Welles has done - come up with 

‘new inventive stuff’ and so forth. While admitting they are taken advantage of, he 
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engages in a patronizing discourse about taking time off while physically shooing them 

away. This matches Dr Welles’s recollection; he told her to worry less and rely on her 

husband’s income. Dr Welles, however, desires recognition in the form of doing 

prestigious work that is well-matched to her expertise; when her desire is interpreted 

simply as looking for better pay which she does not technically need because her family 

income is high, she feels belittled. Dean Mosely relates the teaching faculty’s 

inventiveness to voluntary committee work, which is uncompensated and subject to, at 

least as it relates to Dr Welles and Professor M, appropriation of intellectual property.  

3.2.4 Value, credit and pay as revenue 

 

In spite of these direct disappointments, Dr Welles remains adamant that her work 

has value and that she should be properly credited. During participant-observation, she 

frequently brought up copyright and royalties unprompted. She coordinated with an 

educational technology company that would work with her and the other teaching faculty 

to develop and license their curricular materials, and she was very clear about how the 

credit and royalties should be distributed: 

I sent Dean Mosely a message the week before Christmas saying we should 

schedule a meeting with the company - will these days work, January 22nd or 

23rd. He didn’t write back.. I waited until January 2nd and then I called. He's like, 

‘what's up?’ and I'm like, ‘yeah so if you're not interested in doing this thing then 

just say it, I’ll shut it down right now’. I was like, ‘I've had it.’ And he's like, ‘oh 

yeah, well, I've completely shut down I haven't been on my email’. Which is true, 

he checks out ... I put in the MOU $1 per person for me, $1 per person for Dr 

Mason, $1 per person for Dean Mosely, and $2 per person back to the 

Department. So it's a revenue source for the Department (interview, Dr Welles, 

January 2018). 
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In this example, not only was Dr Welles developing a revenue source for the department, 

she was consciously and fairly including Dean Mosely in negotiating a license agreement 

that gave credit and compensation to those who developed the materials. As she 

organized it prior to Christmas break and needed the schedule a meeting, she expected 

Dean M to reply to her quickly, which he did not because he ‘checks out’ and had 

‘completely shut down’ on his email. One might expect the Dean to stay on email over 

the holidays and the teaching faculty, whose duties are quite diminished between 

semesters in addition to being only part-time workers, to be the ones who get the luxury 

of checking out. Notwithstanding his lack of response by email, Dr Welles, as soon as it 

is appropriate to get back to work, on January 2, calls Dean Mosely, who speaks to her in 

a very familiar way: ‘what’s up?’. He seems comfortable letting Dr Welles create revenue 

sources for the department that will also result in him getting credited, he is also 

comfortable saying that their compensation has never ‘caught up’ with the value they 

create, but there is little evidence that he has put effort into using his power to change 

this. Instead, he takes the holidays off.  

3.2.5 Dr Winsor negotiates higher pay but generates liabilities 

 

As discussed in Part 2, Dr Winsor, one of the youngest and most junior of the teaching 

faculty, achieves recognition by teaching and doing science outreach activities. Over the 

course of only a couple of years, she has become one of the highest paid, and to some 

extent has pushed through the glass ceiling. She describes how she leaned in to get higher 

pay: 
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So when I was hired on they offered me $36,000. Thirty-six okay? …. I picked up 

the outreach ... and I think I went from... well now I think I'm at eighty-two or 

eighty-three ... when I went from thirty-six to forty, the college took four grand 

out of the other piece and they added another class to my work. So, I put the 

contracts side by side and I said, “explain this to me, I got a four grand raise from 

the college so how come my work on this other project went down by four grand? 

Explain that!” They couldn't answer and so it got bumped back up (interview, Dr 

Winsor, December 2017). 

 

Dr Winsor did extra work to garner more pay, and she keeps track of the numbers and 

challenges illogic such as reducing compensation for ‘the other piece’. She believes her 

approach to be singular: 

I am the only person who negotiates, it appears, in our department and across the 

campus. At teaching faculty meetings, the guy will go around and put your 

contract in front of you in an envelope and say ‘Just go ahead and sign it, and give 

it back to us’ and he like stands right there. I am such a bitch. I'll take the contract 

I won't open it. I'll put it in my bag and I maintain eye contact the whole time. 

Then I lean back and I just sit there. He's like ‘Dr Winsor don't you want to do 

that, like the rest of them?’ and I'm like ‘Nope, I will look at it tonight’. So he 

knows, he knows that I will always battle him tooth and nail. (Dr Winsor, 

Interview, December 2017) 

 

Dr Winsor tells how she approaches the problem of being inadequately compensated. She 

believes herself to be the only teaching faculty who negotiates their pay, and she publicly 

models for them how to bring attention to the issue. She describes herself as ‘such a 

bitch’ because she doesn’t open the contract even though she is told to, she maintains eye 

contact, and she ‘leans back and just sits there’. Ironically, what she is describing is the 

physical manifestation of leaning in as she battles ‘tooth and nail’ to get what she 

believes she deserves. Even so, after negotiation her paycheck was not issued at all and 

after she pointed out “it’s illegal not to pay somebody” she was told to arrive in a certain 

office at a certain time to get an emergency paycheck: 
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If they're not paying me, how are they treating other people? It's ridiculous. I like 

working here and I love the teaching, but all the bullshit and the politics is so 

ridiculous. There's sexism all over it but I refuse to back down (Dr Winsor, 

interview, December 2018) 

 

It is clear from Dr Winsor’s description that leaning in is met with a message that she 

cannot expect the struggle to ever stop or be enough. In Dr Winsor’s experience the 

ceiling is not just an obstacle to be overcome, but something she has to continuously 

struggle to stay above, while being pushed back from several, and almost creatively 

unexpected sides. But she ‘refuses to back down,’ and recommends her colleagues to do 

the same. But this has its own liabilities: 

My colleagues have also started [to negotiate], which means the physical science 

department is less and less happy with me but I don't care. (Dr Winsor, interview, 

December 2018) 

 

Dr Winsor, unique amongst the women teaching faculty, wonders if she is not being paid 

then what is the extent of the ‘sexism’ with which her colleagues are being treated. Her 

refusal to ‘back down’ is an example for them, but with its focus on the individual’s role 

in creating change, it makes women, rather than the system, accountable for the sexism 

(Jackson, 2017). The cost of having leaned in to get higher pay, and having served as an 

example for other women follow, is that ‘department is less and less happy’. This 

indicates that the department potentially will deliver less recognition and respect because 

they have become unhappy with her, and instead subject her to increasing amounts of 

‘bullshit and politics’. How she deals with these are explored further in Part 4. 
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3.3 Glass Escalators 

3.3.1 Dr Macintosh rides a glass escalator to better pay 

While Dr Welles was ‘iced out’ after her efforts to be properly compensated and 

credited, and Dr Winsor battles ‘tooth and nail’ for higher pay, their male colleague, Dr 

Macintosh, experienced preferential treatment. As I recorded in my fieldnotes during a 

meeting of the teaching team comprised of Dr Westover, Dr Welles and Dr Macintosh, 

they are chatting as they wrap up their weekly check-in. Dr Macintosh smiles when he 

tells the others that he has been given a supplemental teaching duty for the fall upcoming 

semester - Physical Science Connections. Dr Welles raises her eyebrows while looking 

down and murmuring “that’s great”. However, a few minutes later as I walk with her 

towards her office, Dr Welles seethes. She remarks that this opportunity was not offered 

to all teaching faculty but some others may have been interested in it. Physical Science 

Connections provides the instructor with overload pay. It is a high-school level class for 

students attending Title I schools with few resources. Title I is a US federal designation 

for K-12 public schools with large numbers of low-income students, which targets them 

for extra scrutiny, funding and assistance. Most of the responsibilities are online, and the 

vast majority can be prepared in advance during the summer. When the regular semester 

starts, the instructor gets paid for an overload but puts in significantly fewer hours than a 

regular course (fieldnotes, Spring 2018). 

Dr Macintosh has benefitted from the glass escalator, which operates to advantage 

men in feminized occupations such as teaching (C. L. Williams, 1992). He has described 

himself to me as “new” and “in a tenuous position”, but more experienced colleagues 
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were overlooked in his favor. The result is that he will earn more when his baby is born 

in the fall semester, while working mostly during the summer. The mechanism for 

assigning the overload appears arbitrary, as Dean Mosely explains in an interview: 

Dean M: we have non-tenure-track faculty who would like to teach more but 

we don't let them and they're like ‘I would be happy to teach 

another class if you paid me more’... 

researcher:  So, how would you decide who got the opportunity to have the 

extra pay? 

Dean M: Right you have to... there's a whole piece of who doesn't have a job 

in that scenario so that's another...um  

(Dean Mosely, interview, April 2019) 

 

Through an informal process, Dr Macintosh gets an assignment that makes him more 

than full time even though he is inexperienced and needs extensive support from his 

colleagues to meet his core responsibilities. Because Physical Science Connections serves 

students in Title I high schools, from a social justice perspective it should have the most 

effective teacher possible. 

However, Dr Welles does not openly react with anger during the meeting. Rather, 

she interacts with politeness and civility when she is with Dr Macintosh and Dr 

Westover, stifling her true feelings until she is alone. She feels powerless to affect the 

glass escalator mechanism that has defaulted this opportunity to Dr Macintosh, though he 

has less experience. This mechanism works to the detriment of women with more 

experience and greater competence, which Dr Macintosh has noticed: 

When I meet with Dr Welles, Dr Westover and Dr Winsor, I realize I’m the only 

man there. It’s true women are doing most of the teaching at the University and 

then all the research faculty are men. I wouldn't say there’s an outward message 

that I should be doing more, but sometimes I wonder if there is (Dr Macintosh, 

interview, January 2019) 
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Feeling the other as a man teaching in a setting where ‘women are doing most of 

the teaching’, Dr Macintosh disavows there is an ‘outward message’ that he should be 

doing  ‘more’, which is research, given that as a cis-man he also is noting that ‘all the 

research faculty are men’ - which of course is not true, because in the ‘university’ there 

are many men teaching faculty and women research faculty, but the disproportionalities 

in the physical sciences renders this a gross but accurate estimate. The invisible pull of 

the glass escalator, however, causes him to ‘wonder if there is’ a message that he should 

be doing more than just loitering in his current position as teaching faculty. 

3.3.2 The glass escalator stops short of the powerful research track 

During the same semester, a program called Learning Peers was threatened with 

budget cuts. Many of the teaching faculty’s pedagogy incorporated the Learning Peers, 

and both Dr Westover and Dr Welles were involved in its implementation and 

administration. Cutting its budget was a frequent topic of discussion in teaching team 

meetings. Tired of the “big back and forth about it”, Dr Macintosh recalled that he said to 

them “let's just bring it up at the teaching faculty meeting, instead of, like you know, 

grousing about it to each other”, and he requested it be added to the agenda of the next 

meeting. This meeting occurs monthly with Associate Professor M, an associate 

professor in ‘charge’ of the teaching faculty. When I asked him in an interview how that 

meeting had gone, Dr Macintosh reflected: 

 

As a teaching faculty, I feel like I don't have much political power in the first 

place…but, my PhD advisor is [internationally recognized]... and so that helps a 

little bit. Granted, he doesn't go and... it's not like he's going to go in and right 
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some wrong that happened, but, like, it forces the tenure track faculty to be, like, a 

little bit nice to me ... But when I went in to that meeting, after I suggested it be 

added to the agenda, I felt like Associate Professor M was, like, super-cold to me 

- like he's never been before. I tried to make conversation and he was, like, really 

weird and standoffish. But then, he was talking to Dr Mason like everything was 

fine. So, I think I pissed Associate Professor M off by bringing this up at all, and I 

felt like I lost some political capital there, by bringing that to them at that 

meeting. (Dr Macintosh, interview, January 2019) 

 

As one of the least experienced teaching faculty, Dr Macintosh should have the most to 

lose by questioning the cuts, but he feels protected by his former advisor, despite having 

been finished with his PhD for seven years. The majority of his peers have completed 

their PhDs in this department, but he is the only one who mentioned the continued 

support of his advisor during my fieldwork. This support leads Dr Macintosh to feel he 

has political capital to spend that his women colleagues lack, but when he tests the extent 

of this capital, he quickly realizes his own precarity by Associate Professor M’s 

‘standoffish’ reaction. When this happens, Dr Macintosh does not persist and he notices 

that Dr Mason, one of the few male teaching faculty, is being treated ‘like everything was 

fine’. This is how Dr Macintosh knows that his political capital is lessened, and that he is 

lower on the power hierarchy than the Professors. Relative to his women colleagues, who 

can only ‘grouse’, in this situation Dr Macintosh might have “an advantage but it is not 

an escalator. It is more like a higher ring in hell" (Williams 2013, p. 623). When the 

oppression in what one can say and do, which always holds women back, is applied to 

him, he immediately gives up because he needs to maintain his identification with the 

men and keep his political capital. Unlike, Dr Winsor, who refuses to ‘back down’, he 
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backs right down because being a man teaching faculty is still on a higher rung of the 

power hierarchy than where the women are. 

3.4 Glass escalators and ceilings and classes of citizens 

Recall that Dean Mosely recognizes that glass ceilings and escalators are 

inequitable, but invokes a meritocratic frame when proposing a way to ameliorate it: 

A way to undo some of this inequity [would be to take] the education piece and, 

rather than simply saying ‘oh yeah anybody can do that’, instead working to really 

evaluate and promote merit for people who are outstanding (Interview, Dean 

Mosely, April 2019) 

 

While Dean Mosely has some ideas about how to ameliorate the situation as he perceives 

it, he invokes the concepts of evaluating and promoting ‘merit’. Squarely situated within 

the institutional power structure, he says that if those ‘people who are outstanding’ were 

known, it would elevate education to a level beyond where it is said that anyone can do it. 

However, neoliberal governmentality relies on meritocratic logics to mask social 

reproduction, which is evident in his next remarks:   

We are now in a crazy market-driven situation, and the reality is that I can put up 

a job for a teaching faculty paying $45000 for 9 months and people will apply 

…it’s this weird pervasive culture of absolutely second-class citizens (Interview, 

Dean Mosely, Spring 2019) 

 

Dean Mosely acknowledges that the neoliberal marketization of academia is ‘crazy’. 

Locating his subjectivity in ‘reality’ brings him to implicate himself in this craziness, as a 

contributor and a beneficiary, because he is the one who ‘puts up a job’ that pays 

someone with a PhD in physical science $45000.  He attempts to free himself from 

responsibility because it’s ‘market- driven’ and ‘people will apply’. However, he realizes 
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significant savings in paying a meager salary to PhDs, which is less than the starting 

salary for public high school science teachers in the United States, who also teach 

approximately nine months per year (according to Glassdoor.com). Recall Dr Mason’s 

remark:  “It costs them a lot of money to have a professor teaching Introductory Physical 

Science and it costs them way less, 3 times less, to have me teach it” (Dr Mason, 

Interview, December 2017). These savings contribute favorably to the bottom line of the 

department budget, and therefore favorably on Dean Mosely, who assumes some 

responsibility for its operations. However, he does not assume all the responsibility. In 

describing the ‘weird culture’ as ‘pervasive’, he effectively is saying that is something 

outside his purview to influence. Nevertheless, he acknowledges that the neoliberal 

marketized university is benefitting from a fundamental inequity, the labor of a citizenry 

that is ‘second-class’. Here again, the logics of meritocracy act as a guise to perpetuate 

inequity and maintain glass ceilings that ‘iced out’ Dr Welles and Dr Winsor. I explore 

how the teaching faculty’s advancement, possibly out of the ‘weird pervasive culture’ 

that classifies them and treats them as second class citizens, works in Part 4. 

3.5 Pay and credit are entangled with recognition and respect 

We cannot reproduce the conceptual firewalls separating present from past, 

resilience from oppression, achievement from opportunity, progress from decline. 

We believe now that critical scholars have a responsibility to connect the dots 

across these presumed binaries and refuse to reproduce representations of 

individuals as autonomous self-contained units dangling freely and able to pursue 

their life choices unencumbered by constraint. (Weis and Fine, 2012, p. 175-6) 

 

In this Part, the extrinsic factors pay and credit are shown to be entangled with the 

intrinsic factors respect and recognition. Connecting the dots across these presumed 
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binaries (Weis & Fine, 2012), it becomes clear that individualized mandates for 

individual women teaching faculty to lean in are representations that ignore the 

invisibility and the unevenness of the glass ceiling, one that is produced institutionally 

and maintained through meritocratic discourses. Dean Mosely offers the explanation that 

the teaching faculty should understand that their paid work should not be all-consuming 

and should be content to also occupy themselves with domestic duties and leave the 

responsibility of earning the ‘big bucks’ of the family income to their husbands. 

However, Dr Winsor understands her work differently, leans in to request higher 

compensation, and is then pushed back in a variety of ways that verge on being illegal. 

On the other hand, when the birth of Dr Macintosh’s first child is impending, it is 

reasonable to conjecture that a perception by those in power that he should be 

contributing figuratively ‘bigger bucks’ to the household led them to assign him an 

overload. However, in the context of the neoliberal academia, Dr Macintosh is quickly 

reminded that his own position is tenuous when he seeks to spend some of his ‘political 

capital’ and support Dr Westover. The precarity of the teaching faculty’s status in the 

department results in an attenuated glass escalator effect (Williams 2013), something 

more like a glass step stool (Alegria, 2019). 

With the above instances, I have shown that women with PhDs in physical 

science are denied the pay and credit that they request, and when they follow neoliberal 

urging to lean in, they are blocked by metaphorical glass ceilings that are maintained by 

higher-status men. At best, leaning in might result in short-term success, such as Dr 

Winsor negotiating higher pay, but has unintended liabilities such as losing hard-fought 
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respect with the department as it becomes ‘less and less happy’ with her. At the same 

time, their less-experienced male colleague is elevated in his role as a teacher despite his 

relative pedagogical deficiency, through a metaphorical glass escalator that moves men 

out of a feminized and woman-dominated occupations. The tenure system in this 

academic discipline is a mechanism that produces gender inequality, whereby the 

teaching track, largely populated by women, is ascribed to a lower status than the 

research track, largely populated by men. The dean describes them as ‘second class 

citizens’, which maps to the concept of (non)citizenship in the academy. Lower-caste 

academic citizens are denied or deprived of basic elements integral to academic labor 

such as the ability to pursue their own research and teaching interests; as well as research 

leave, career progression and academic freedom (O’Keefe & Courtois, 2019). I add to 

this appropriate pay and credit for intellectual property, recognition for teaching, a 

fundamental mission of the university, and normative respect needed to operate a civil 

society. 
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PART 4: ADVANCEMENT 

Our specific contention was that such studies [that mediate the debates over 

structure and agency] must be placed within a historic and structural analysis of 

injustice; that these spaces need to be recognized as permeable such that 

contentious dynamics of oppression beyond the group would undoubtedly leak 

within. That is, spatial membranes are, of course, semiporous, which is why such 

safe spaces are often terribly disappointing over time, as they cannot shield the 

group from the seepage of injustice. (Weis and Fine, 2012, p. 175) 

 

In the previous Parts, I have argued that the context of this case is a neoliberal 

one, and the teaching faculty are all in the second-class. Now, I look at what possibilities 

there are for advancing within the second class or maybe even out of it, into what is 

unsaid, but insinuated, as the first class. To do that would be to break the ice, the glass 

ceiling. What are the possibilities for doing so? Alternatively, is the metaphor faulty and 

does that create an opening up into the first class, the tenure track or at least somewhere 

better than the second class, such as the administration, as Dr Welles thought was a 

possibility:  

I knew that other people had become assistant deans so I thought I could position 

myself to become an assistant dean. Because a lot of times they take non-tenure-

track and you end up with kind of like an administrative job like … (Dr Welles, 

interview, November 2017). 

 

In Part 3, I suggested that while the glass ceiling a ready metaphor to that broadly 

captures women teaching faculty’s experience of being iced out of proper pay and credit, 

what is really happening is more muddled than an image of “a rigid, impenetrable 

barrier” (Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 1). Icing out operates as more of a moving target for Dr 
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Welles, and Dr Winsor’s efforts are successful to the extent that she is one of the most 

junior yet highest-paid teaching faculty.  

If the glass ceiling should affect all women in a uniform way, then an alternative 

explanation could be that older women such as Dr Welles, “whose lower status and pay 

vis-à-vis men stem from barriers that have diminished with time and thus are less costly 

to younger cohorts" (Prokos & Padavic, 2005, p. 523). Metaphors that better capture this 

differential experience of different age cohorts include a glass labyrinth - "that captures 

the varied challenges confronting women" (Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 1), and a glass 

obstacle course (De Welde & Laursen, 2011). The glass obstacle course was developed 

based on the experiences of women earning graduate degrees in STEM, and it is 

“dynamic and subject to reinterpretation, resistance and change as individuals reproduce, 

interact with, resist, succumb to, and challenge these realities. Indeed, our respondents 

used a variety of strategies to navigate the obstacles” (p. 589). I showed in part 3 that Dr 

Winsor and Dr Welles employed many strategies, such as understanding copyright, 

pointing out that not being paid is illegal, going to meetings, and figuratively leaning in 

to navigate obstacles that they encountered. 

4.1 Conceptual framework 

Joan Acker acknowledges these broader definitions of the glass ceiling are better 

metaphors and suggests the concept “inequality regimes” to capture “complex, 

interlocking practices and processes that result in continuing inequalities in all work 

organizations” (Acker, 2009, p. 200). The framework takes into account four dimensions 
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of inequality that co-constitute to reify gendered, racialized and classed segregation and 

inequity in workplaces. These four dimensions are the (1) the degree and pattern of 

separation, (2) steepness of hierarchy, (3) the size of wage differences, and (4) the 

severity of power differences.  

The degree and pattern of separation is complex, because gendered and raced 

occupational segregation is in multiple directions. It occurs vertically, across levels of an 

organization, as well as occurring horizontally, across jobs at the same level (Charles & 

Grusky, 2005). We see this happening within the physical science department. As women 

joined, it became outwardly more diverse, but “what appears to be a reduction in 

segregation may only be its reconfiguration. Reconfiguration and differentiation have 

occurred as women have entered old male-dominated occupations” (Reskin & Roos, 

1990). In Part 4, I examine patterns of separation within the teaching faculty.  

The steepness of hierarchy reflects the gradient of the organizational structure, 

with steepest hierarchies existing in traditional bureaucracies. In Part 4, I will examine 

the gradient between the second and first classes of academic citizens, the non-tenure and 

tenure track.  

The size of wage differences often varies the height of the hierarchy, as illustrated 

by the well-known statistics about average CEO salaries in the United States being 

hundreds of times greater than average worker salaries. Table 1 showed the average pay 

for teaching and research faculty in the physical science department. I note again that the 

maximum teaching faculty salary is less than the minimum research faculty salary. Also, 

some of the research faculty, including Dean Mosely and Professor Provost M, earn in 
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excess of $200,000 per year, a figure that is multiples of the salary of, for example, Dr 

Wheelock and Dr Macintosh.  In Part 3, I examined in detail the teaching faculty’s the 

struggle for proper pay and credit. For these reasons, I do not further explore this 

dimension in Part 4. 

The severity of power differences plays a large role in producing and reifying 

hierarchies. I look at how power difference is constituted through sexist language that is 

used to characterize Dr Winsor’s and Dr Welles’s struggle for advancement as struggles 

with each other, a marginalization that has the effect of dividing to conquer. The research 

question for Part 4, therefore, is: How can advancement function within the inequality 

regimes that govern the labor of the teaching faculty?  

4.2 The system of titles is mainly symbolic 

The degree and pattern of separation within the teaching faculty are marked by 

titles. While students refer to the teaching faculty as Dr or sometimes as Professor, these 

titles are the official designations that appear on the department website. The 

designations are teaching faculty, senior teaching faculty, and distinguished teaching 

faculty. The teaching faculty do not automatically advance, they need to ‘put themselves 

up’ for a promotion to a better designation. To do so, they prepare a promotion request 

that includes evidence they have engaged not just in the minimum requirement of 

teaching two classes but other activities such as service or research work. Engaging in 

physical science research to the extent that it produces academic publications is generally 

resource-intensive and extremely expensive. The teaching faculty don’t have access to 
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funding or laboratory space. Instead, they tend to highlight service for their promotion 

application: Dr Mason talked to me about how he was involved with the curriculum 

committee, and this was because he was going for a promotion from senior teaching 

faculty to distinguished teaching faculty. 

The teaching faculty who have been flying under the radar for long periods of 

time also have stayed the same designation, teaching faculty, for all that time. For 

example, Dr Wheelock and Dr Winthrop have both been at the teaching faculty level for 

over a decade. When I started my study, Dr Welles was at the senior teaching faculty 

level and was promoted to distinguished towards the end of my time doing participant-

observation with her. As I recorded in my fieldnotes, one early spring day after her 

classes Dr Welles and I walked towards her office. She talks about her schedule for the 

next few days: an extra office hour, visiting a friend who just started chemotherapy, her 

son’s basketball tournament. And oh! She was promoted on Friday to Distinguished 

teaching faculty. She was called and told to go to the chair of the Physical Science 

Department’s office. In that office was the Dean of the Sciences College and her 

administrative assistant, a mini bottle of champagne, and a letter stating the promotion - 

like “two typed lines”. Dr Welles asked where the chair was, and the reply was ‘out of 

town’. Given that this all took place in someone else’s office, Dr Welles found it strange 

that they didn’t just come to her office (fieldnotes, Dr Welles, March 2018). 

While the teaching faculty are required to put thought, effort, and time into their 

promotion requests, there is little ceremony in the act of being promoted. The chair is out 

of town, but the materials are in his office. While the Dean and her assistant made the 
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effort to go to the chair’s office and greet Dr Welles, the occasion is marked by a ‘mini 

bottle of champagne’ and a two-line letter. So, while this is a significant promotion to the 

top level of teaching faculty, it is accompanied by almost a diminished signification that 

is conducted in semi-privacy, as Dr Welles also noted as we walked and talked a few 

weeks later: 

Around the same time that she was promoted, Dr Winsor was also promoted. 

However, these promotions went publicly unacknowledged. She says that Dr 

Winsor goes to the faculty meetings, and she expected the chair would say 

something but he didn’t (Dr Welles, fieldnotes, April 2018) 

 

Their promotions went in tandem, which keeps them effectively in the same pecking 

order within their lower caste. While they are each slightly enhanced, at least in their 

titles, this is not reflected in any public accolades or ceremony. Ever the faithful attendee 

of the faculty meetings, Dr Winsor went in thinking this slight elevation would be 

acknowledged by the chair to the members of the tenure track, the faculty who she 

always goes ‘toe-to-toe with’ so that ‘they kind of treat you with respect’ (interview, Dr 

Winsor, December 2017). In addition to not being recognized by those with higher status, 

their promotions brought no extrinsic benefits such as extra pay or credit. Though the 

new title may have some intrinsic value in that it may bring a modicum of respect from 

those of even lower status, such as students or staff, I suggest that it is mostly an empty 

title, one that placates with little to no effort on the part of the bestower but significant 

effort on the part of the receiver. I discuss the promotion process and other damaging 

aspects of it in Section 3.  
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4.3 The hierarchy is so steep it has an undefined slope 

Along with the pattern of segregation amongst the teaching faculty, with titles 

earned but unaccompanied by extrinsic rewards, the steepness of hierarchy within the 

larger department is significant. However, this is not always visible, as shown by Dr 

Winsor’s remark, noted in my fieldnotes, during a Saturday meeting of the support group 

for women physical science students, to whom Dr Winsor was the faculty advisor. 

Responding to a discussion about sexual misconduct in the department, which a student 

described as “a boys’ club”, Dr Winsor articulates a message of feminist solidarity as a 

harbinger of a better future: 

Change can happen if strong women stay confident and stick together. That’s why 

I can’t leave, I have gotten headhunted by places like [the top physical science 

department in the country], I think things are slowly changing...If I stay I can 

probably get tenure (Dr Winsor, fieldnotes, April 2019) 

 

Dr Winsor, who has a sign that says “steminist” on her office wall, has felt resistance 

when she leaned in on her own, and she suggests that the way to struggle with 

inequality regimes is through feminist solidarity, though that may only include ‘strong’ 

and ‘confident’ women. When they struggle together against inequality regimes, it 

gives her reason to believe that things can change, albeit slowly. A substantive change 

would be to breach the discontinuity and move from teaching faculty to tenure-track 

faculty. Unfortunately, this comment by Dean Mosely shows that it is unlikely: 

When I first came to Physical Science, and I've been here for more than twenty 

years, all the teaching faculty were viewed as being in a temporary, stopgap 

solution. Ten years later … there are still huge numbers of people at the 

University waiting for us to hire enough tenure-track faculty that we can push the 

non-tenure-track temporary people out (Dean Mosely, interview, April 2019) 
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The expectation by those with more power on the hierarchy, the tenure-track, is that the 

teaching faculty will disappear once the university reverts to an older way of functioning, 

one that is less neoliberalized and depended on contingent labor. This outlook is common 

in higher education (Ott & Cisneros, 2015) but relying on the University, which moves 

inexorably towards ever more free-market ways of operating is most likely a dubious way 

to achieve this (Kezar, 2012). As long as the tenure-track hoards power at the expense of 

the teaching faculty, “there is also a market break, between tenured and non-tenured 

positions. The tenured faculty to a large extent controls who should be admitted to its 

ranks and what shall be recognized as proper scholarly work” (Smith 1987, p. 29). These 

same faculty are waiting for when they can ‘push the temporary people out’ and hire 

more tenure-line faculty. Since these temporary people, the teaching faculty, are 

unsuitable as research faculty, they are simply disposable. Moreover: 

You want a tenure-track job in Physical Science? You’ve got like a year window, 

that's it, there's no going back... What I'm saying is - our current situation it is 

shut, one-hundred percent, and it doesn't matter if you went to work at DuPont for 

two years, or teach in Lithuania. You do a PhD, you do a postdoc, you apply and 

even if people apply a second year, we are like: ‘didn't this person apply last year 

and they didn't get a job? it's there must be something weird about them’. Even 

trying a second time around is hard. (Dean Mosely, interview, April 2019) 

 

The tenure-track faculty maintain an extremely narrow gateway to membership in order 

to marshal their power and keep from sharing it with the lower castes. If anyone is 

delayed by just a year, because they tried out industry, they are labelled ‘weird’.  

It is no wonder, then, that under these conditions Dr Winsor needs to imagine 

herself as a virtual Leaning Tower of Pisa to chart a path away from being a ‘temporary 

person’ who is always at risk of being pushed out, to the prestigious and more secure 
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tenure track. The gradient is not just very steep, it is discontinuous according to Dean 

Mosely- not only is there very little possibility of crossing from the non-tenure track to 

the tenure track, boundaries are maintained so effectively that only a very particular type 

or person - usually white, male, heterosexual and middle-class - is allowed in. 

4.3.1 The research track’s inhospitability toward women, from their perspective 

Although as Dr Winsor struggles against the confines of the teaching track and 

leans in to trying to get tenure, it is worth taking another look at what that level is like for 

women. In section XX, Dean Mosely reported in broad terms how the research track is a 

hostile environment for the women – not only is it so competitive that they barely have a 

chance to form families and have children, there are vestiges of outright sexism and a 

majority of men who are otherwise apathetic towards it, and thus are contributors to its 

perpetuation. His statements were supported by Professor W, one of the few women on 

the research track, who has this perspective: 

I've always had a big work ethic, excessively so and I, um, do not have children. 

So I think that's a huge factor … we give lip service to having family time and so 

forth, but the fact of the matter is, both men and women who work less when their 

children are young are still falling behind and it's incredible stress for them and, 

um, they can't not be able to overcome this for a number of years. And, uh, it's a 

contradiction we have where we're trying to make things family-friendly and 

understanding, but at the same time you're falling behind and, um, that's a vicious 

cycle in the academic world (Professor W, interview, July 2019). 

 

Professor W understands the academic world of Physical Science to be extremely 

competitive, to the extent that family friendly policies can only be given ‘lip service’ 

because the tide of scientific progress is ‘vicious’. She has been very successful, due to 

an excessive ‘work ethic’, one that possibly precluded having children. She thinks this is 
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gender-neutral, even men who devote time to their families are ‘falling behind’ to an 

extent that it cannot be ‘overcome for a number of years’. Her junior colleague on the 

research track, Assistant Professor W, who has a young child, believes that falling behind 

affects women disproportionately: 

One of the real issues is that we get teaching relief as women, when we have a 

baby. But that doesn't mean the grant cycle stops. My group is really resilient but 

we've been working on pinched pennies. [This] likely funding gap came basically 

from the time of being pregnant, which definitely, you know, messed with my, 

you know, brain functioning and then through, the first year of your kid, like, 

yeah, you're doing work, but like how high quality is that? And like how much is 

that affecting our ability to get grants and things like that? […] I think, um, in 

order to provide a more supportive environment for women, there need to be 

things in place - sort of like stop gaps  - to like help us get through, you know, 

help us feel like, okay, even if I get pregnant and have a kid […] there is a way 

for the people I'm in charge of to do what they need to do to get their training 

(interview, April 2019) 

 

Assistant Professor W is aware that she personally has been set back by not attracting 

grants due to being pregnant and having a baby, and how that has also affected her 

graduate students who are reliant on these grants to be able to work in the lab to finish 

their own PhDs. Her perspective supports evidence in the literature that flexibility stigma 

is directed at women, not men (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2014; Williams, Blair-Loy, & Berdahl, 

2013) Men in the research track may be advantaged in other ways, too: 

the traditional men … there's no doubt that their wives serve as the primary 

household managers and for sure they are the primary child-care givers. So these 

men never have to deal with any of these things (Professor W, interview, July 

2019). 

 

In an ultra-competitive environment, the advantage of having a wife at home may be the 

deciding factor in who falls behind and who stays in the vicious cycle, because of course 
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these are relative terms.  Combining what Professor W characterizes as a material, if not 

rhetorical, prohibition on women’s family formation with the misogyny that Dean 

Mosely attests to, Dr Winsor’s aspiration to it is even more sobering. In the teaching 

track, it is hard for her to imagine how she can balance work and family, but even if she 

made the near-impossible move to the tenure track in this department, things are unlikely 

to be more pleasant. 

4.4 Words that squash her passion 

In this section I show that severity of power differentials ais exemplified by 

research faculty’s abusive, dismissive, and contemptuous attitudes and sexist, derisive 

insults toward Dr Winsor and Dr Welles. When they challenge this treatment, the 

research faculty often respond by feigning recognition of the women’s reactions but 

undermining them nonetheless.  

When Dr Winsor put herself up for promotion to Senior Teaching Faculty, she did 

it after three years as teaching faculty. While tenure-line faculty could possibly advance 

to the associate level after three years, it was considered by Dr Welles to be premature. 

She was part of the committee considering Dr Winsor’s promotion, and she reported to 

me that on this committee she expressed her doubts that Dr Winsor showed “maturity and 

sound teaching, which is her main job”. Overriding Dr Welles’s reservations, the 

committee decided to promote Dr Winsor, because the Chair wanted it. According to Dr 

Welles, Associate Professor M reasoned it was acceptable to ignore Dr Welles’s 

reservations because from his perspective, Dr Welles and Dr Winsor were “in a catfight” 
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and Dr Welles “just wants to be the queen bee” of the teaching faculty (fieldnotes, Dr 

Welles, April 2018). 

As a member of the promotion committee of Dr Winsor, Dr Welles presents 

herself as doing the job of evaluating the work of Dr Winsor. She may be doing an honest 

evaluation based on Dr Winsor being relatively new to the work: that the promotion is 

premature because her teaching is not yet ‘sound’. A second explanation, that does not 

exclude the previous one, is that Dr Welles feared that she will not be promoted to 

Distinguished Teaching Faculty, which would then result in Dr Winsor being promoted 

to the same level that she is on. A third is that Dr Welles, who is also up for promotion, 

recognizes that if both she and Dr Winsor advance together it reifies the emptiness of the 

titles. The pecking order is preserved and no extrinsic changes are made. Operating in 

what she views as her immediate best interest, she does not ‘stick together’ with Dr 

Winsor but rather advocates against her.  

Regardless of her intention, her lack of feminist solidarity with Dr Winsor has 

serious consequences. Faced with this fissure, Associate Professor M labels them 

catfighters: “problematic people...less rational, more emotional, and messier” (Britton, 

1999, p. 469). I go a step further than Britton to suggest that Associate Professor M, 

along with Dean Mosely, engages in sexism that serves to deride and fracture the women 

teaching faculty. Usually relying on them to remain under the radar, when Dr Welles 

participates on the committee and has an entirely acceptable reaction based on her own 

observations and experience working with Dr Winsor, she is told that she is on the radar, 

but not as an equal. She is recognized as an animal engaged in an irrational messy fight. 
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Not stopping there, he attempted to explain why this fight might occur. Though they are 

always already ‘second class citizens’, he conveys his theory that these women are 

occupied with dominating each other as a ‘queen bee’. Again, he characterizes them as 

animals motivated by viciousness and a need to dominate, never the men in the research 

faculty but the teaching faculty, who are both subjugated by the caste system and by the 

arbitrariness of a ‘queen bee’. However, Associate Professor M knows that even the 

‘queen bee’ will not rule when there are men on the teaching faculty: 

Dr Mason, sitting in their shared office, told Dr Welles about a conversation he 

had with Associate Professor M, who told him to ‘do something about the 

catfight’. After Dr Mason recounts this to Dr Welles, she feels furious at the 

situation (Dr Welles, fieldnotes, April 2018)  

 

Dr Mason is viewed by Associate Professor M as the rational, dependable man who can 

be asked to ‘do something’ about the women. What he does is return the office that he 

shares with Dr Welles and tells her what happened. The effect is her fury, because she 

and Dr Mason are on the same level and she does not think he has the authority to 

mediate her relationship with Dr Winsor. However, she does not direct her fury at Dr 

Mason, nor specifically at Associate Professor M, but rather at ‘the situation’. 

Dr Winsor also recalls something that Associate Professor M did that “pissed me 

off”. She got an email saying “we no longer need your service on the curriculum 

committee”. But, the next day in the teaching faculty meeting, Associate Professor M 

announced that the curriculum committee was looking for new people. At the end of the 

meeting, she confronted Associate Professor M, who replied that it had been ‘poorly 

done’. Then he walked away and she heard nothing more about it (Dr Winsor, fieldnotes, 



 141 

April 2019). 

One interpretation is that Associate Professor M is simply dismissive of her, not 

recognizing the severity of the affront and so meeting it a cursory apology, ‘poorly done’, 

while taking little personal responsibility. It is likely also a response that the research 

faculty have been cultivating for some time, based on what Dr Winsor’s analysis of an 

earlier situation: 

You have to push really hard and it burns bridges. I tell all of them too, like 

straight to their face, “I am going to negotiate like a man”. Like straight up, I tell 

them and they're like ‘I get it, okay, okay I get it’ (Dr Winsor, ínterview, 

December 2018). 

 

Dr Winsor acknowledges that her efforts have negative consequences along with the 

positive ones. Pushing back ‘burns bridges’. While she is honest, they react to her 

negotiating ‘like a man’ by minimizing her assertiveness and reframing it as something to 

be calmed with repetitive speech ‘okay, I get it’ that is non-committal.  This leads Dr 

Winsor to remark, while chatting with some other teaching faculty about budgets being 

cut, that she’s “ready to quit, she’s got one foot out the door” (fieldnotes, April 2019). 

Dr Winsor has one foot out the door, but she also believes she can get tenure. If 

she did realize that there is only a remote possibility for this type of career advancement 

she could move to a different institution that might have a different status hierarchy, 

where she would not be a ‘second class citizen’ whose only path to power is as the 

‘queen bee’ should she win the ‘catfight’. Dr Winsor’s bifurcated subjectivities are 

invisible to her, and this is a product of the inequality regime that uses her labor - ‘we 

need each other’ - and abuses her with words - ‘in a catfight’ - but it has brought her to a 
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point where she cannot clearly see a path forward to substantive advancement out of the 

teaching faculty. Dr Welles echoes her distress. Recall from Part 3, Dr Welles recounted 

how she created a three-year science curriculum for preservice elementary teachers, and 

she was denied credit for her contributions: 

We wrote a grant together and he kind of iced me out of it. It was crazy because 

he needed to be the one to advance his career. What I realized was that I like to 

start programs, but I don't want to be constantly worried about scrambling for 

money. I can't live like that! (Dr Welles, interview, November 2017) 

 

Dr Welles reacts to her recollection of attempts to advance and gain greater recognition 

by starting programs, something that she enjoys, by lamenting that she ‘can’t live like 

that!’. She is responding to the precarity of her career trajectory, because starting 

programs means being ‘constantly worried about scrambling for money’. This constant 

worry and expending energy is heightened by the risk, even possibly an inevitability, that 

once the program is recognized and she has marshaled the financial resources, someone 

higher on the hierarchy, usually a man, will ice her out, take the credit and use that for his 

own advancement : ‘he needed to be the one to advance his career’. Dr Welles also 

needed to advance her career, but because she is a ‘second-class citizen’, interacting with 

those who are ‘first-class’, she is precarious and subject to being used and abused. What 

might be a path forward for the teaching faculty to substantive advancement, a path that 

might make the teaching track more livable? Can “becoming undone can undo a prior 

conception of who one is only to inaugurate a relatively newer one that has greater 

livability as its aim” (Butler, 2004, p. 1)? Dr Welles’s own analysis is: 

I do think that my passion has been squashed by the idiots that I work with. I have 

considered going to human resources and just saying you know what these people 
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need to be talked to. I don't think anyone needs to be fired but this is why we have 

problems. It was gender, it was totally gender bias in their part. It started with 

Professor Provost M, and Dean Mosely observed all of it and has not spoken up. 

Things are not going to get better until the people who are doing it, it is brought to 

their attention. I'm sure that Associate Professor M does not even realize that what 

he said was just crushing (Dr Welles, interview, January 2018) 

 

Dr Welles thinks what is happening to her is sexism. Her ‘passion has been squashed’, 

and she attributes her disillusionment to ‘the idiots’ she works with - and she names them 

and their specific infractions. What Associate Professor M, that she wants to be the 

‘queen bee’, crushed her. Additionally, it crushes all the women teaching faculty, because 

it indicates when they are recognized it will be to deal with them as personality problems 

(J. C. Williams, 2014). 

Yet, Dr Welles cannot quite locate the source of her oppression - she knows who 

is doing it, ‘these people need to be talked to’ but not how to fix it beyond that: ‘I don’t 

think anyone needs to be fired’. This points to Foucauldian technologies of sign systems, 

where power flows throughout entangled levels: “has its principle not so much in a 

person as in a certain concerted distribution of bodies, surfaces, lights, gazes; in an 

arrangement whose internal mechanisms produce the relations in which individuals are 

caught up” (Foucault, 1977, p. 202). The power relations in the Physical Science 

Department are not located in one evil person, rather these faculty are caught up in 

technologies of signs, production, selves, and power that result in concerted, oppressive, 

and inequitable distributions of bodies. 
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4.5 Permanent precarity and marginality 

The sort of advancement paths for women teaching faculty appear extremely limited, 

steep and practically impassable. I have argued that inequality regimes enforce steep 

hierarchies and empty systems of titles that render paths for the women teaching faculty’s 

advancement effectively blocked. If they seem to be on such a path, gender bias in the 

form of sexist language oppresses their advancement to the point where they are crushed, 

squashed, and/or burning bridges. Judith Butler asks “when we claim to have been 

injured by language, what kind of claim do we make?...Could language injure us, if we 

were not, in some sense, linguistic beings” (Butler, 1997, p. 1). In theorizing on the risks 

associated with critical theorists’ calls for censorship and prosecution of hate speech 

(MacKinnon, 1987; Matsuda et al., 1993) which is understood not just as language but a 

technology of sign systems that can do violence and abuse. Because the speech and the 

conduct are temporally distinct, however, hate-speech is not just damaging, it can also be 

an opportunity for defiant speech, for resistance. Also, state power is arbitrary. Therefore, 

turning to the liberal state to make any form of speech illegal increases arbitrary power 

and reduces democracy. Instead, ethical persons should engage in a 'politics of 

resignification' - speaking back and resisting - as preferable to looking to the state to 

legislate against injurious speech. 

Dr Welles is severely injured by language - ‘what he said is just crushing’ -and 

she suggests that she should have gone to human resources for assistance, recommending 

that ‘these people’ - Professor Provost M, Dean Mosely, and Associate Professor M - 

need to be ‘talked to’. She is looking to the ‘state’ as constituted by the human resources 
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department to interrupt this injurious speech. However, she doesn’t actually go, perhaps 

because she senses that, as Butler suggests, the power of human resources is arbitrary, 

and her freedom may be further constrained by involving them. Instead, by taking up 

politics of resignification, Dr Welles does have an opening to be agentic on her own 

terms. But she can’t do it alone, because it would take solidarity amongst the teaching 

faculty.  

Dr Winsor does know how they might forge this solidarity: it requires ‘strong 

women [to] stay confident and stick together’. This is an easy prescription to say but a 

difficult one to enact when the hegemonic forces of the inequality regimes are so efficient 

at dividing them. Here is a challenge to Butler’s theory, because putting the entire burden 

to take up a politics of resignification on individuals is futile in the face of a neoliberal 

institution that is so very effective at individualizing their experiences and pitting them 

against each other when then become too ambitious. Succumbing to ideologies of 

meritocracy over feminist solidarity, Dr Welles contributes to the oppression not only of 

Dr Winsor but of herself. The ruling relations (Smith, 1999) that govern these heirarchies 

are a “pervasive and pervasively interconnected” (p. 49) text-mediated organization of 

profoundly gendered “relations that extend into the economic sphere and can be 

investigated as accomplished by and organizing the activities of actual people”. In this 

Part, I have shown that lack of solidarity amongst the teaching faculty, who are not 

cognizant that their individual differences are miniscule in comparison to the gulf 

between them and those who rule them, contributes to a work environment that is not 

livable. 



 146 

Finally, I look again to Weis and Fine (2012, p. 175) and the methodology of 

critical bifocality. While it may appear that the teaching faculty is a safe space for women 

to “have their cake and eat it too” (Dr Winsor, interview, December 2018), it is not that at 

all. The ‘contentious dynamics’ surrounding the teaching faculty’s temporary/not 

temporary positioning as an underclass, seep into their occupational lives from all 

directions, ultimately blocking them from advancing and keeping them in a state of 

permanent precarity and vulnerability. The safe space of teaching faculty does nothing to 

shield them “from the seepage of injustice”. On the contrary, it is an unlivable place that 

can crush teachers and squash their passion. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Gender, a system that produces difference and inequality, significantly shapes the 

work of the physical science teaching faculty beyond counting gendered bodies. On the 

one hand, it is offered as an alternative career in science with the appearance of 

protection from the hostile research track and a way for its participants to maintain work-

life balance. Yet, through perpetual contingency that is justified by discourses of 

flexibility, women on the teaching faculty are expected to perform as invisible beings 

who expect negligible recognition and respect, and make few demands for commensurate 

pay and credit. Ultimately, they are proscribed from effectively contesting their 

marginalization. 

This alternative track, the teaching track, is premised on a ruse that makes women 

believe they may fly under the radar for a time when their life-circumstances, shaped by 

a gender system structured to reproduce inequality based on their carework, require it. 

While women are generally conditioned to be grateful for the flexibility, its construction 

as a temporary, low-commitment job fulfills universities’ need for faculty with PhDs in 

physical science to teach undergraduates at a relatively low cost. Positioned as marginal 

and precarious, the teaching faculty are given little recognition for their work and 

development as educators. This could be different, however, if educational work was 

regarded as equally meaningful and important to research work. Then these might find a 

way to equitably co-exist, mediated through respect. 
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Over time, as women stay in the teaching faculty and look to develop their 

careers, they find themselves doubly disadvantaged. Their skills as educators are less 

valued by reward structures, so it is difficult to identify avenues for growth or 

advancement. When they do find these opportunities, they may find themselves at odds 

with, or even in competition with, powerful tenure-track men who desire to develop their 

profiles as science educators. Here is the glass ceiling that separates contingent faculty 

from tenure track faculty. In lieu of pay and credit, even if they are recognized as 

respected teachers, the individual mandate to lean in illustrates how this glass ceiling is 

produced institutionally and maintained through meritocratic discourses that are 

eventually muffled by ‘separate spheres’ ideologies that emphasize women’s roles in 

reproductive labor, as their desire to progress and be recognized in terms of higher pay is 

dismissed as unnecessary for women, because they are not in the role of household 

breadwinner.  

Not only marginalized as they occupy teaching positions, the exploitation of 

women in the teaching faculty continues through vertical segregation. Any advancement 

path is extremely limited, steep and practically impassable, and attempts to advance are 

effectively blocked through action and even harassment. Gestures to feminist solidarity as 

a resistance are crippled by individualism and reliance of meritocratic ideals that make 

women complicit in their own oppression and the oppression of each other, keeping them 

in a state of permanent precarity and vulnerability.  

Meanwhile, the men on the teaching faculty have a different experience. Doing a 

flexible paid job due to their own ‘choice’, they are not pressured to perform as ideal 
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workers. Without the substantial demands of domesticity that many women bear, being a 

man on the teaching faculty means having time to pursue leisure or other activities they 

find personally rewarding. As men doing the feminized work of teaching, they are 

accorded respect in a masculine-normed discipline, physical science. This produces 

privileges that appear to be linked only to their gender, for example through glass 

escalators that produce gender hierarchies even within the teaching track. While male 

teaching faculty are still lower in status than tenure track faculty, they are higher in status 

than women in the teaching track.  

THE BIGGER PICTURE 

 

My inquiry examined how gender shapes the experiences of teaching faculty in 

a physical science department at a research-intensive university. This study spans 

gender/teaching, university science teaching, and science/gender and focuses on these 

genres’ contradictory intersection. The intersection foments gender inequality through 

what Joan Williams terms a force field (J. Williams, 2001), what Dorothy Smith terms 

ruling relations (Smith, 1999), and what Barbara Risman terms the gender structure 

(Risman, 2004). My initial approach was to think about and think about how to study 

these intersections in terms of privileges, disadvantages, reproduction, contestation and 

resistance. As I engaged in reflexive data collection and analysis, these questions 

developed into those posed at the beginning of each part of my analysis. Therefore, I 

return to my original research questions and relate them to the broader problematic of 
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gender segregation and women’s participation in the physical sciences. The first 

question is: 

o How and why do privileges and disadvantages produced by the gender 

system impact the work lives of the contingent teaching faculty in 

physical science? 

The gender system impacts the work lives of the contingent teaching faculty in 

physical science in significant ways, relatively disadvantaging the women and 

privileging the men. While other research has shown that even in these alternative 

spaces for women in science, gender neutral discourses still privilege men (Eisenhart & 

Finkel, 1998; Smith-Doerr, 2004), the reasons to be on the teaching faculty are not 

shaped by gender neutrality. When Dean Mosely describes the conditions of their work, 

he does not explicitly say, ‘this work is for women’ but, because it is work that suits 

people who have other obligations, it is a tacitly ideal place for women with PhDs in 

science who also have children. While flexibility is presented as a benefit, it becomes a 

trade-off for poor treatment - it is difficult to advance, get higher pay, feel respect - all 

of which are even more problematic because the university benefits from this 

precarious source of low-cost labor (Zheng, 2018; O’Keefe & Courtois, 2019). 

In contrast, the men on the teaching faculty are not punished as tokens, despite 

their numeric minority. They are treated better, apparently regardless of their level of 

expertise. Their scientific knowledge is not questioned, it is just assumed, and respect is 

automatically given. A junior man, at the entry level, is elevated to earn more pay and 

hence respect, and this is supported by his concurrent perception that he has more 
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“political capital” than more senior women. Insofar as he does not overstep 

and question the authority of research track men, a man on the teaching faculty benefits 

from the default assumption of his belonging. Thus, barring a serious misstep, the men 

in this physical science department arrive with, and maintain over time, a higher status 

than most women on the teaching faculty. 

My research shows that, nested in an established and acknowledged hierarchy - 

tenure track and non-tenure track, which I also call the research track and teaching 

track, respectively - the teaching track is also a hierarchy. Rather perversely, given that 

the teaching track is advertised as an alternative and possibly safer space for women, it 

is also a gender hierarchy. This double hierarchy presents a double disadvantage for 

women, pushing them back with glass obstacle courses (DeWelde & Laursen, 2011), 

and finds ways to disrespect them when they struggle to advance. 

My second research question probed how teaching faculty engage in 

reproduction and contestation of the gender system through neoliberal ideology. 

Neoliberal logics amongst the teaching faculty contribute in significant ways to the 

reproduction of the gender system. Each of the teaching faculty has earned a PhD in 

physical science. It is well-established that the culture of STEM embraces notions of 

the meritocracy and it is likely they were all steeped in this culture, and all to have 

some degree bought into, meritocratic ideals during their professional socialization 

(Cech & Blair-Loy, 2010; Seron et al., 2016). Carrying the myth of the meritocracy 

(Zheng, 2018) into their work lives, inasmuch as the female faculty are aware they are 

in a job that is lower-status, they also expect that they can make some kind of career for 
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themselves in this role - one that allows them to be in low gear when they have small 

children or other domestic obligations at home, continue to developing their skills sets 

as educators, and later pursue opportunities for advancement. The teaching faculty enter 

this work with some faith in the meritocracy, and the neoliberal academy is reliant on 

female teaching faculty who think their hard work will be appreciated but has little 

intention to acknowledge it beyond a system of titles. While we already know that the 

academy benefits from female faculty who have bought into neoliberalism (Davies & 

Bansel, 2007; Gill, 2016), I show that these faculty stay for flexibility with the 

expectation that they can compete fairly when they have fewer obligations at home. 

These women provide low-cost and unresistant labor, and while they regard flexibility 

as a perk, the academy is ultimately the bigger beneficiary because it can change their 

schedules every semester, give them classes dependent on enrollment, and so forth. 

Going along with the gender system means different things for male teaching 

faculty and female teaching faculty. For the women, it means that they work hard in a 

job that they are grateful to have. They self-surveille as they balance their paid work 

with their domestic obligations, whether it is reproductive or productive labor. From 

this perspective, it becomes evident how the neoliberal academy benefits from the 

secret part-time job: they get hard-working and dedicated teachers who put up with 

precarity because it is framed as flexibility, while the academy does nothing to 

acknowledge that this flexibility benefits them, too. Furthermore, I show that men on 

the teaching faculty do not share that they are working hard at this job mainly populated 

by women. They, in contrast, take the opposite attitude: they are in this occupation so 
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they can have free time - not to do reproductive domestic labor, but to have more time 

for leisure.  

It appears as if the neoliberal academy benefits from having a few men on the 

teaching faculty, because if it was all women, the extent of the inequality would be 

clear. I cannot help but think, however, that the academy would be in serious trouble if 

there were too many men on the teaching faculty; effective teaching requires not only 

content knowledge and pedagogical skill but also putting in time and effort to develop 

lessons and communicate with students (Darling-Hammond, 2000) and if everyone had 

a lackadaisical attitude similar to the Drs M, the level of instruction possibly would be 

of lower quality. Importantly, the observable effect is that while women are grateful to 

have jobs, men feel they belong and assume their work is valuable. These patterns are 

all in support of gendered systems that perpetuate inequality (Ridgeway & Correll, 

2004): men are advantaged, women are disadvantaged, both are in the same job. This 

research shows that when women realize they are disadvantaged, and that they are not 

in a meritocratic system, and the promotion to the top level only comes with a mini 

bottle of champagne, and they start to complain, they are met with punishment - called 

names, denied credit, told to go home to their husbands who can make the big bucks.  

This pattern is also apparent in the ways that neoliberal feminism, which centers 

the individual and ignores institutional structures, contributes to reification of the 

gender system (Charles, 2008; C. Williams, 2013). There is no clear path to meaningful 

advancement for these teaching faculty, so the system of titles takes an outsized 

meaning as a distinguisher. These titles are conferred somewhat arbitrarily, and 
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individualism reigns supreme in the struggle to maintain the hierarchy within the 

teaching faculty. Feminist solidarity, and collective resignification, seems impossible if 

participants buy into neoliberalism, and we see Dr Welles’s participation contributes to 

her oppression as well as Dr Winsors’s, as they described as in the ‘catfight’ between 

competing ‘queen bees’. This lack of solidarity amongst the teaching faculty, who are 

not cognizant that their individual differences are miniscule in comparison to the gulf 

between them and those who rule them, contributes to marginalize women on the 

teaching faculty who can be painted as strivers who want dominance or personality 

problems (Hirshfield, 2011; J. Williams, 2014). This means that although we, well-

versed in this scholarship, may not be surprised by my findings, it important to 

remember that many participants in this study, especially the women but even Dr 

Macintosh, the junior man, are often surprised by, and usually cannot explain, how and 

why inequities happen. Indeed, the salience of gender in neoliberal settings is often not 

apparent to those who are marginalized except in the quite egregious circumstances 

(Britton, 2017; Doerr, et al., forthcoming).  

Shaped by neoliberal logics of individual merit and achievement, some women 

in the teaching track are hopeful that they can distinguish themselves as teaching 

faculty - by developing special skill sets, taking up new kinds of research projects, or 

even becoming famous. Women in science have been shown to sometimes cope with 

their masculine-normed fields by viewing themselves as special, different from other 

women and thus capable of succeeding where no other women have (Seron et al., 

2018). There are elements of this perception of exceptionality in this study. Dr Winsor 
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works extremely hard to be a famous celebrity who does science demonstrations, and 

hopes this outside recognition can lead to a jump to the tenure-track. Dr Welles aspired 

to become an assistant dean because she knew of a teaching faculty - who was married 

to someone in the administration - who had done it. The limitations of the system may 

foster creative workarounds, but these women deserve legitimate and realistic career 

pathways.  

The second part of this research question asked how the teaching faculty 

contested the gender system and neoliberal ideology. Perhaps not unexpectedly, given 

the oppressive nature of this matrix of gender norms and science teaching, the evidence 

of resistance to the gender system is limited. When Dr Winthrop, who I described in 

Part 2, section 1d, contests the gender system by her performativities, in this context 

she is met by sanctions. While the gender norms in this space of science teaching in 

higher education at the contingent level are complex, they are not flexible. There is 

space for a woman to perform femininity in her capacity as a caring educator who 

wants everyone to understand science by working together, such as Dr Welles’s active 

learning pedagogy. There is space for a man to perform masculinity in his capacity as a 

smart scientist who has low tolerance for silly mistakes and tells it plainly, such as Dr 

Mason’s lecturing. There is not space for Dr Winthrop, a teaching faculty who mixes 

performances of masculinity and femininity, and who is in this job not because she has 

domestic duties but uses her time off for leisure. She does not seem to attune to 

neoliberal logics or self-surveille, and while her teaching is adequate - even similar to 
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Dr Mason’s - she is given low evaluations by students, put on a development plan, and 

ultimately stops working as teaching faculty.  

The gender system is contested in various ways by other teaching faculty, but 

these challenges are not successful in overcoming inequality because they do not 

question or attempt to dismantle neoliberal ideology. The glass obstacle course 

(DeWelde & Laursen, 2011) blocks the teaching faculty from advancing in significant 

ways. Teaching faculty who have been there longest, such as Dr Welles, have become 

aware of its presence by their repeated attempts to find paths to gain greater recognition 

and credit in their work as educators. While she chafes at being held back, becomes 

angry, and complains, for years Dr Welles attributed her mistreatment to individual 

factors. It is only after years of blaming herself and others, keeping faith in the false 

promises of the meritocracy, that she pointed fingers at the powerful Dean and 

Professors, says it was gender bias on their part, and declares that she can’t continue to 

live with it. Dr Winsor, a generation younger, puts even greater stock in individual 

achievement to overcome structural factors. She tries to work outside the system to get 

in; if she can achieve fame, it might be enough to jump the abyss between tenure and 

non-tenure tracks. This highly individualistic approach reflects both a total reliance on 

the meritocracy and a neoliberal willingness to find a creative way to circumvent 

structural limitations; a sort of entrepreneurship of the self (Papendieck, 2019). While 

these are some examples of contestation of the gender system, because these women are 

still responding to neoliberal ideology, their efforts are fairly unproductive in making 

change for themselves, let alone more systemic change. One counterexample is that of 
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Dr Winsor negotiating her pay. She is both effective at earning a much higher salary 

than her years on the teaching faculty would predict and she encourages her peers to do 

the same. While her struggle to actually get paid what was promised is tiring and 

discouraging for her, the material consequences are significant. It may be an 

encouraging step away from a culture where it is acceptable to tell women to rely on 

their husbands’ ‘big bucks’. 

Therefore, while the teaching track may be source of paid work for that allows 

women to meet their domestic responsibilities, when gender and science teaching 

intersect in this physical science department, opportunities for them to meet their 

potential as scientists or to grow meaningfully in their careers appear negligible. 

Contrary to providing an environment where those with merit are rewarded, 

neoliberalism obscures the systemic exploitation of this highly educated group by 

tapping into discourses of work-life balance while providing limited to no pathways for 

women to advance, change and grow in this occupation. The overarching question of 

this study was ‘is college science teaching women’s work’? The answer is, yes, but not 

in a positive way; women, shaped by neoliberalism, are able to be exploited, and the 

neoliberal academy needs a workforce to exploit. With this study, I show how this 

exploitation takes place and I have uncovered a series of the mechanisms that maintain 

it to perpetuate the reality that even college science teaching, the most male-dominated 

discipline in the most male-dominated educational sector, is women’s work. Donna 

Haraway defined the “homework economy [as] female and feminized [which] means to 

be made extremely vulnerable; able to be disassembled, reassembled, exploited as a 
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reserve labour force; seen less than workers than as servers” (Haraway, 1991, p. 157), 

and decades later we see that this university relies on the homework economy to stay 

viable in neoliberal times. Moreover, while the teaching faculty must be mainly 

women, it can’t be only women, because then it would be too evident this exploitation 

was occurring. The presence of a few men validates choice rhetoric (J. Williams, 2001) 

that this work is suitable for anyone who wants flexibility. 

IMPLICATIONS 

 

This dissertation relates to a large body of research on the ways that 

neoliberalism and postfeminism construct women, and encourage women to view 

themselves, as human capital whose labor in academic capitalism is readily used, 

exploited, and made invisible (O’Keefe & Courtois, 2019; Rottenberg, 2018; Utoft, 

2020). Teaching has long been targeted by market forces that would deprofessionalize 

it by lowering barriers to entry (Darling-Hammond, 2000), weakening organized labor 

(Schirmer, 2017) and shifting public funding to charter schools (David et al., 2020). In 

higher education, neoliberalization has promoted the growth of a casualized, precarious 

teaching track that is disproportionately composed of women. I add to this extant 

literature by documenting how even the prestigious field of higher education physical 

science, which is overwhelmingly male, women are segregated into an underclass that 

is responsible for teaching. The justification for having this underclass is underpinned 

by ideologies of domesticity and separate spheres, as well as gender-essentializing 

narratives that women in masculine-normed science can emphasize their feminine 
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qualities like being nurturing and socially responsible through teaching. Therefore, 

when inequities that marginalize women in the teaching faculty become apparent, these 

inequities are often dismissed as natural or expected trade-offs. The rationale is: 

women’s marginalization into work that offers little chance for recognition, respect, pay 

and credit is actually by design - they ‘chose’ to become teachers! Yet, these were 

hardly free choices, but the result of a range of social forces that came from several 

directions. Some social forces, those of domesticity, are generated from lack of 

adequate support for women and children such as paid maternity and paternity leave, 

subsidized and high-quality childcare, or are reified by lack of affirmative action hiring 

policies for faculty that override meritocratic dogma. Another set of forces are unique 

to science. The research track is hostile towards women, in both how it rewards the 

ideal worker and how it tolerates a degree of outright sexism and also disadvantages 

women by its culture and norms. When these forces come together, women in the 

teaching faculty are left with little agency to demand or attain “pay, credit, recognition, 

and respect” and rather are subject to marginalization by the patriarchy. 

LIMITATIONS  

 

My study’s structure as a found case of inequity and its ethnographic 

methodology resulted in its most significant limitation: the racial privilege of the 

teaching faculty. There are no underrepresented racial or ethnic minorities amongst not 

only the entire teaching faculty but also the entire faculty in this physical science 

department.  Of course, while their whiteness is unmarked, it is not absent. Rather, the 
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teaching faculty are operating as relatively privileged members of a wider university 

community that relies on the far-more exploited labor of office staff, custodial staff, 

maintenance staff who are frequently Latinx and Black. The student body is also more 

diverse than the teaching faculty. Even within the teaching faculty, the absence of non-

white men limits the extent to which I can claim that men are privileged, and the 

absence of non-white women limits the extent of marginalization I have witnessed and 

theorized about.  

Another major limitation was that student voices and perspectives are absent 

from my data. I could observe teaching and based on my own experience as a scientist, 

science teacher, educational researcher and teacher educator I could evaluate the 

faculty’s pedagogy. While I sat amongst the students and certainly interacted with them 

in classes and in office hours, I did not follow up with them in interviews. If I had done 

that, I would have been able to ask them about their experience and their view of their 

teachers, if they were in the course and their sections by choice or because of 

requirements, what they’d heard about other teachers, and what their experiences with 

good and bad teaching were. Without that, I had no alternative perspective to verify, 

contradict, or nuance my participants’ outlooks on teaching. Thus, my access to 

studying the ‘science teaching’ genre was limited, especially because respect and 

recognition coming from students can be powerful motivators for educators.  

The fieldwork for this study was done during an invigorating moment of 

#MeToo on twitter and renewed interest in feminism after the 2016 presidential 

election. But while this was a charged political moment, the salience of feminism was 
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largely absent from my participant-observations, with the exception of time spent with 

Dr Winsor, especially at the Women in Science club meeting. Because feminist 

solidarity did not arise as a clear theme until later in my analysis, I was not able to 

explore how men’s solidarity with the women can be used to challenge inequities 

produced by the gender system. Dr Macintosh gave me some clues into this, but I did 

not really examine the porosity of the boundary between teaching and research faculty - 

and how the men in the middle might be change agents. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

 

My study’s implications and limitations lead me to ideas for a range of future 

research that might build on my findings. While I have closely investigated 

mechanisms that marginalize in one physical science department, the pervasiveness and 

variability of these mechanisms in other settings in the United States is not known. 

These factors could be explored with an interview study of contingent teaching faculty 

in the physical sciences around the United States. What is critically absent from my 

study are the perspectives of faculty of color, so an important approach would be to 

build on my work with an intersectional framework. Also interviewing faculty around 

the US will allow for comparison between those who are in labor unions and those who 

are in states where collective bargaining is illegal.  

Another important comparative study would be to investigate the 

marginalization of women in science in social welfare states, such a Sweden and 

Denmark, which have much more robust support for women’s full participation in the 
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workforce and a sociopolitical commitment to gender equality. Yet, academia in 

Scandinavia is also permeated by horizontal and vertical gender segregation (Kreitz-

Sandberg, 2013), and the gender gap between research and teaching STEM faculty in 

Sweden is similar to the United States’. Investigating the experiences of science 

teaching faculty in Scandinavia will shed light on the durability of gender essentialism 

across societies produced by neoliberal ideologies of meritocracy (Charles & Bradley, 

2009). This type of study could be conducted as a single-sited ethnography, an 

interview study, or a combination.  

Studies that place greater emphasis on social change might be organized as 

action research. In my methods section, I described how I gained entrance to the 

ethnographic field after I organized a discussion forum about teaching for the physical 

science department, and the people who showed up were teaching, not research faculty. 

Convening such a forum with an explicit gender equity focus with a similar group of 

teaching faculty, then engaging in ethnographic participant observation of their 

teaching and social relations at work, would provide data on how faculty who are more 

aware of the systemic nature of their marginalization might resist or contest these 

systems. Relatedly, an intervention, perhaps a course, that teaches undergraduate and 

graduate students in the physical sciences about feminist critiques of science and equity 

issues in STEM, could be followed by several different inquiries. For instance, a 

longitudinal interview study as they complete their educations and enter the workforce 

could examine how they respond to systems of oppression. In all these possibilities, 

foregrounding intersectionality by purposively oversampling for racial and ethnic 
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diversity will provide an essential insight into how STEM can move towards equity and 

inclusivity. 

CONCLUSION 

 

Over the years I prepared for, planned, conducted, and analyzed this study, 

feminism and women’s issues have often been front-page news. As we traced a long arc 

from first female presidential candidate to eve of a referendum on Donald Trump, the 

patriarchy has been both strengthened and challenged in ways that were, perhaps, 

unprecedented in my own lifetime. My study shines light onto a small corner of the 

depths of women’s marginalization, but its lessons can resonate more broadly. My 

participants, largely women who earned PhDs when very few women did in physical 

science, struggled through documented challenges to be at the top of an elite discipline. If 

our society was actually a meritocracy, they are exactly the people who should be 

celebrated, and rewarded with strong and suitable career paths. Instead, their labor is 

exploited precisely because their gender requires them to be responsible not just for 

themselves but for their families, households and children in ways that require not wage-

earning potential but time and unpaid labor. This study is about science teaching because 

the prestige of education suffers when the teaching track is constructed as a flexible, low-

commitment, low-wage – just a temporary gig. This study is about women in science 

because if PhD women in physical science want children and a family, they do not have 

another place to go in academia because the research track is virtually uninhabitable for 

them. Taken together, we see that women in science teaching continue to do the 
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important work of educating undergraduates in science despite the system having 

betrayed them.  
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APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT FOR IRB 
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APPENDIX C: SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC AND IDENTITY CHARACTERISTICS OF RESEARCH 

PARTICIPANTS 

 

 

Dr. Welles, white, woman, age: 50 • Most invested in ‘active learning’  

• Measured tone but sense of humor, clothes that are 

stylish and classic 

• Seems like she does it all, approachable, welcoming 

and kind 

 Married, 3 older children 

Middle-class background 

Out-of-town PhD+postdoc 

20 years - senior teaching faculty 

Dr Wheelock, white, woman, age: 

45 
• Teaches smaller sections of students who are ‘at risk’ 

of not graduating in four years 

• Demure, shy persona; wears long skirts and has very 

long hair 

• Has a sincere, caring pedogogy that is very direct 

 Married, 2 school-age children 

Working-class background 

In-town PhD 

15 years - teaching faculty 

Dr Mason, white, man, age: 55 • Teaches mainly with lecture style, which “works for 

him”, wearing jeans 

• Thought about going into industry, but his wife already 

worked in town and he got this job and stayed  

• Main developer of the introductory course’s online 

materials 

 Married, 1 adult child 

Middle-class background 

In-town PhD 

25 years - senior teaching faculty 

Dr. Winsor, white, woman, age: 32 • Head of demonstrations and outreach and has public 

 Married, no children 
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Middle-class background 

In-town PhD 

3 years - teaching faculty 

persona 

• High energy teaching, dressed formally for work in 

skirts and heels 

• TA for advisor throughout grad school 

• Partner left same PhD program, now in tech sector  

• Happy to make time for me in an otherwise busy 

schedule 

Dr Westover, white, woman, age: 

45 
• Engages in a focused way with students, seems 

experiences and prepared 

• Teaches a course to the Learning Peers as well as Intro 

PS 

• Dresses casually while she teaches, in sneakers and 

jeans 

 Married, 2 school-age children 

Middle-class background 

In-town PhD 

15 years - teaching faculty 

Dr. Macintosh, white, man, age: 35  • After PhD, worked in the oil industry and at a startup 

• Casual at work, wears jeans and an untucked shirt  

• Genial and easygoing, takes help for his teaching 

• Liberal and concerned about others, befuddled about 

why the women around him are often upset  

 Married, 1 one child born during 

study 

Middle-class background  

In-town PhD 

2 years – teaching faculty 

Dr Woudina, middle eastern, 

woman, age: 50 
• High pedantic teaching – does requires students 

complete the blanks on notes sheets and no laptops 
 Married, 2 older children 

Middle-class background, foreign-

born 
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In-town PhD 

15 years – distinguished teaching 

faculty 

allowed in class 

• Hijab accented with flowy printed clothes and long 

necklaces 

• Busy at work, no time for interview and did not let me 

attend her office hours  

Dr Winthrop, white, woman, age: 

50 
• Teaches in a lecture style with some collaborative 

problem solving and many demos 

• Not socially smooth but very talkative, wears 

androgenous clothes 

• Office in a different building and hard to find, filled 

with things from England and a tea kettle 
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