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Introduction
In the era when mass schooling pas reached all levels of the
education hierarchy-most recently "higher education"-institutions and their staffs are under tremendous pressure to deliver
credentials that assist students to obtain better jobs than would
be available to them without the diploma, certificate, or degree.
The drive to link schoolipg to the occupational structure is not
new but has recently acquired more urgency than ever before as
working- and middle-class people experience the world as more
dangerous and more uncertain. Obtaining a berth for their child
in kindergarten no less than college is now a major issue for
many. Panic overwhelms us, and not primarily because of the
so-calleq terrorism threat. Many of us fear obliteration in bald
eco11omic terms even more than in relation to the determination
of political authorities to plunge the United States into permanent
WC!-f· In fact, as always, a significant portion of the young perceive
war as an opportunity. An opportunity for what? For obtaining
free schooling and that precious credential-and perhaps, in an
tnsecure world, a measure of economic security.
Make no mistake. From the perspective of the effectiveness of
its domestic rule, contrary to the conventional wisdom, the power
of U.S. capitalism does not reside .chiefly in its ability to provide
good jobs, decent living standards for most, and a sense that the
future is secure and promises happiness for the overwhelming
majority of the population. Living standards have certajnly risen
since World War II, but at the turn of the twenty-first century,
our collective sense of well-being has never been more precarious.
Historically, many Americans have enjoyed ap unprecedented
measure of "material comfort" if by that terii1 we mean that most
have enough to eat, a roof over their beads, a private means of
transportation that in most parts of the coqntry is a necessity
rather than a luxury, and some kind of employment or a pension
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of sorts. But today many are deeply worried about their circumstances, and this uneasiness is due to a widespread anxiety about
the future not only of their children but of themselves. Despite
working harder and longer, often sacrificing huge chunks of their
free time by working two or three jobs in order to maintain the
historical level of material culture, many are simply unable to
make ends meet without plunging into crippling debt.
In fact, the credit system is supporting the economy and is
Sustained by the fiction that loans extended for consumption are
almost sure to be paid back. If they are not, banks and other corporate lenders have raised interest rates to more than 30 percent
for the least-qualified borrowers in order to ensure that the lenders will not lose on forfeitures or bankruptcies. For example, the
easy credit that sustained the housing,bubble for the past decade
and a half has already burst; the inability of at least one-sixth
(some experts calculate one-quarter) of recent borrowers to meet
their mortgage payments has resulted in a huge foreclosure rate
even though many of these deals required borrowers to pay only
the interest on the mortgage. As I write, many banks have already
introduced draconian standards for granting credit, not only to the
least financially qualified borrowers but also to fairly reliable loan
risks. Sales of new homes have dropped for the first time in more
than fifteen years, and sales of previously owned homes are also
in the dumps. Congress is preparing to impose tighter restrictions
on what many in the industry believe was a highly irresponsible
regime of mortgage lending. That home prices zoomed in the midst
of the easy credit that prompted dizzying home sales in the first
five years of the new century deterred neither borrowers nor lending institutions because many new "homeowners" were paying
subprime rates or paying only the interest on their loans. When,
according to agreements, the payment schedule reverted from
"interest only" to the principal and monthly payments skyrocketed~ hundreds of thousands of borrowers defaulted on their loans
and lost their homes-and there is no end in sight. Sales of new
homes declined substantially in fall 2006 and in January 2007
registered a 16.9 percent drop over the previous month. Since fall
2006, prices have been reduced by as much as 25 percent in some
regions. Similarly, from the late 1990s to 2005, auto corporations
offered zero percent or below-prime-rate finance charges to buyers
wishing to purchase high-end vehicles such as SUVs and full~sized
cars. These sales plummeted with the spike in gas prices, and the
big-threeautomakers experienced drastically lower profits in2006
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as sales declined. In May 2007, one of the industry's icons, Chrysler, was sold to a financial corporation by Daimler, which, after five
years of declining profits, finally concluded that the risks were too
great. Despite assurances to workers that the company would not
be dismantled and sold in pieces and that further layoffs are not in
the offing, the new owners will have to cut costs, and labor is the
most likely candidate for the chopping block By summer 2007, the
United Auto Workers, the union of the industry's largest parts supplier, Delphi, had made major wage and benefits concessions, setting an unprecedented new pattern of a two-tier wage system that
the major car companies have seized upon. These were followed in
September and October by similar concessions at General Motors
(GM) and Chrysler. The GM agreement transferred $50.billion of
liabilities for health benefits to the union but promised payments
of only $35 billion, in stages. In addition, the deal established a
two-tier wage system, once viewed by the union as anathema. In
return, the corporation promised to retain the 73,000-person labor
force, but a parallel Chrysler agreement failed to offer such guarantees and, as a result, generated considerable opposition among
the 45,000 meinbers of the union.
The so-called middle class (at least in terms of consumption)
harbors a haunting fear of falling into poverty as the old notion
that perhaps a majority of the population has a stable ii).come rapidly va11ishes. Mai).y who might have been counted in that category
are experien~ing uncertainty about their jobs and discovering that
their incomes simply can no longer sustain their once secure living
standard. Although the official poverty index identifies about 40
million at or below the phantom line of about $20,000 a year for a
hol1se]:10ld of four, tens of millions hover at or below the minimum
"comfort" line that, according to some studies of people apart from
the major cities on two coasts, is at least double that figure. In
New York City's four boroughs outside Manhattan, the minimum
comfort line is around $55,000 for a household offour. In New York
City, where a good union wage is about $20 an hour and many
workers earn much less, the two- or three-paycheck family is necessary to pay the bills for ever-rising housing, food, transportation,
health, and education costs. In many instances, only "easy" high-'
interest credit keeps body and soul together unless, for example,
a humongous medical bill wipes out the fragile balances needed
to reproduce everyday existence at a level above desperation. Yet,
as C. Wright Mills remarked more than fifty years ago, most of us
experience our feelings of discontent and uncertainty as "private
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troubles" rather than as issues to be addressed publicly and collectively. The power of the system is its capacity to effectively promulgate th~ myth ~hat our fate is, in the last instance, individual;
that collective action to address our troubles is futile or at best can
result in only temporary ap1elioration. And we are victims of an
overweening sense of fatality (in the words of Doris Day's popular
rendition of the song "Que Sera, Sera," "the future's not ours to see
... what will be, will be").
Although there is still plenty of work in some regions of the
country, money is tight, and good jobs are scarce, if by "good job"
we mean labor that offers security, a decent income, benefits, and
interesting tasks. But part of the prevailinghype is that getting a
credential in some technical field such as health care, computers,
or one of the building or mechanical trades is likely to overcome the
vicissitudes of the job markeL With some justification, in an era of
deindustrialization during which whole regions of the Northeast
and Midwest and, more recently, the textiles-saturated Southeast
have been laid waste, students from working-class, managerial,
and professional backgrounds believe that beyond high school,
further academic and technical schooling is mandatory for any
expectation of beating the massive restructuring that is occurring
in the nature of work. The half-life of an acquired set of competencies is now less than five years, and the permanent job has
been relegated to a distant memory. The rapidly changing structural organization and the steady erosion of income connected
to manufacturing, clerical, and retail employment make "jobs"
less secure and remunerative. As a collectivity, we have come to
conflate education and schooling and have placed our hopes for
a secure, if not a bright, future in the credentialing process. Few
of even the so-called educators ask the question: What matters
beyond the reading, writing, and numeracy that are presumably
taught in the elementary and secondary grades? The old question
9f what a kid needs to become an informed "citizen" capable of
participating in making the large and small public decisions that
affect the larger worlq as well as everyday life receives honorable
mention but not serious consideration. These unasked questions
are symptoms of a new regime of educational expectations that
privileges job readiness above any other educational values.
But in recent years, illiteracy, once believed to have been
solveq by universal public schooling, has once more become a
public issue. First of all, the population has grown faster than
the resources available for public goo{ls, especiaJly education.
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The Bush administration's No Child Left Behind program, a
largely unfunded mandate for state and local authorities to meet
a series of standards determined by test scores of elementary
school children, has raised the stakes of language learning. The
quasi-official policy of the federal Department of Education is
that phonics is a superior technique to whole-language learning;
consequently, the department rewards local school districts that
adopt the technique, regardless of whether or not research has
shown its comparative effectiveness. At the same time, teachers
are obliged to administer reading, writing, and numeracy tests to
children in grades two through eight. Under these circumstances,
"teaching to test" dominates the curriculum and pedagogy. To the
extent that the teacher is transformed from an intellectual into
a technician, the long-term intention of educational conservatives is to make the classroom teacher-proof. Thus, parallel to
the tendency of work rationalization in other sectors to deskill
many occupations, teaching is rapidly losing its professional
content. Whether intentional or not, having denied the value of
creative pedagogy ahd teacher classroom autortomy, the effect of
No Child Left Behind and its local variants has been to introduce
the teacherless curriculum; in which there is little or no room for
interpretation and creativity.
As the student becomes an adult, she is expected to lead a
more or less privatized existence, raising children, worrying
about personal he~lth and 1bills, with her participation confined
to commodity consumption. Reading as a form of pleasure and
writing as a form of self-expression or analytic communication
are increasingly reserved for an ever-diminishing coterie of "accidental" intellectuals-"-accidental because tl;lere is little either in
the curriculum or in the pedagogy of public education that encourages what was once termed the "general" reader, a person who,
whatever her occupation or profession, remains curious about the
larger world, cares about politics, and tries to stay current with
events and new ideas. Now we have lowered our expectations of our
children-and their expectations as well-and, in our anxiety for
their economic fate, lowered our own: We no longer strive to help
them fulfill the ancient liberal hope that the next generation will
help shape a better world, let alone the radical dream of creating
a world without exploitation and oppression-a world without
poverty, ignorance, and disease. Ours is a time in which, except
for the sole decision of who should rule us-the act of voting that
is perennially equated with democracy-minimalism has seized
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the day. Always prone to wealth envy, we have elevated the rich
and famous to the status of folk heroes. Even as young people
aspire to no more than the next rung on the occupational ladder or to equal "their parents' social and economic standing, in
contradictory fashion they carry the not-so-secret lust for wealth
and fame, a lust that will eventually make them avid lottery players and gamblers in other, less benign forms. Even as the fabled
disparity between rich and poor increasingly marks our society,
the class divide in schooling grows wider. In the quest to secure
their children's future, "middle-class" parents barely hesitate
to acquire hefty debt to pay private school and college tuition,
whereas few of the working· class can obtain such loans. Those who
have endured the trials of postsecondary schooling often know
that seeking their child's admission into a "selective" institution
is less about acquiring real knowledge than gaining cultural and
social capital. They want their kids to be able to identify cultural
signs that mark an educated individual-knowing the right authors, the titles of their books, and the latest cultural vocabulary;
having vague familiarity with "top-forty" classical music; and
gaining some knowledge of the leading ideas of film theory that
are rapidly displacing the older literary references. ·If t.he school
is in the top three hundred, students are intent on making social
contacts that might at some future date lead to jobs, especially in
finance and management. Forth~ rest of the 4,200 institutions
of higher education, achieving a credential signifies mainly that
the student is more or less reliably integrated into the work-world
system. She shows up on time, hands in assignments according
to the instructions, and sits for exams. In a large number of instances, as in most public high schools, educational achievement
is measured by student performance on multiple-choice tests, a
practice dictated by bulging registration in many disciplines, especially at entry level, and the shortage of full-time faculty. Until
their junior and senior years, students, even in some research
universities, do not write research papers; indeed, in the fouryear public colleges, many students never write a long paper and
barely learn how to use a library. When taken together with the
fact that these conditions also prevail at the high school level, it
is not uncommon for a student to graduate with a bachelor's or
even master's degree without having ever written more than a
short paper. He will almost never be required to produce a large
research paper-a senior thesis, for example-as a condition of
graduation from college.
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Most state colleges and universities---,..,.which about 70 percent
of all higher-education students attend-have adopted the organizational trappings of medium-sized or large corporations: Many
services are outsourced to private contractors, including instruction. From food service to building maintenance to instruction,
the permanent institutional staff has been cut to the bone-except management, which has grown enormously in the past two
decades. In some institutions, the deans, vice presidents, and
directors of programs ate the fastest-growing occupations, and
their salary levels often exceed those of the highest-paid professors by as much as 100 percent.
Today it is the rare non-doctoral-degree-granting institution
that does not contract with adjunct labor to teach many, if not
most, of its courses. The part-timer is typically not a regular
member ofthe tenure-bearing faculty. She is hired on a semester,
or at best a yearly, basis and, except where collective bargaining
has provided some continuity of employment, may be discharged
at the will of a department chair or other academic officer. That
the adjunct teacher may possess a PhD or another postgraduate
credential does not obviate the fact that he is a contractor rather
.than an employee and, from the perspective of academic institutional citizenship, is all but excluded from the community.
Once the adjunct professor was a specialist in a particular
profession who offered courses that would otherwise not be given
by the traditional undergraduate and graduate disciplinary faculty. These include offerings in law; accounting; architecture;
and a number of specific sciences such as ecology, geology, and
meteorology. Now, at a time when only 29· percent of recent faculty
positions are tenure-track, the adjunct has become the bedrock
of the curriculum; In some public and private universities and
colleges alike, 40 to 60 percent of the courses are taught by parttimers. In turn, since adjunct rates are not prorated to full-time
salaries, in order to make a living the part-timer teaches more
than a full teaching load, frequently racing from department to
department or campus to campus. As I argue in Chapter 5, the
adjunct professor is the subaltern of higher education.
The proliferation of the part-timers raises several questions:
Why have colleges and universities turned to adjunctification?
How can the institutions get away with fulfilling their curricular
needs with part-timers, even as tuition prices exceed the inflation rate? What is the source of the tens of thousands of qualified
professors who are forced to earn their living as part-timers, a
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condition that usually brings contempt from the administration
and even from the full-time faculty, overwork, and poor psychic
as well as economic remuneration? And what are the implications of this regime for education as opposed to training and
credentialing?
Before considering these questions, I want to sound a cautionary note. In no way would I deny the quality of adjunct teachers or
their dedication to the educational enterprise. In the overwhelm~
ing majority of instances, finding oneself in the ·subaltern position of part-time instructor has nothing to do with ability or even
achievement. Many part-timers are superb teachers, accomplished
authors, and skilled mentors. If about 70 percent of those who seek
employment as professors are destined for part-time status, their
fate is not chiefly their own doing except for the decision to remain
in college teaching regardless of the circumstances that reduce
them to poorly paid contractors, a choice that can be explained
in various ways. One explanation is the partial fiction that higher
education remains the guardian of enlightenment, the one area in
which the intellect, however tnuch it is regularly degraded by the
material conditions of teaching and learning, still corresponds to
the stated mission of the institution. Another is that a growing
army of part-timers holqs doctorates, hard-won degree~ with all
the talents that are implied by this .station, ~n achievement they
are loathe to abandon. Then there is the problem mentioneq previously: There are few good jobs in the private sector, and those
that still exist are disappearing even as l write.
Which raises the question of why the humanities, arts, and
social sciences in particular, but also the so-called hard sciences, have overproduced PhDs, and master's in fine arts, still
the reig:ntqg credept\~1 for art and rousic teachers. After alJ,
academics no less thap. plumbers are aware that their salaries
and conditions depend, in great measure, on limiting the supply
oflabor, and since the PhD is the union card for a tenured position in higher education, the first line of defense should be to
reduce the number of admissions to these programs. The second
line would be to raise the bar for compl('!tion by a series of exams
of whic~ the dissertation is the pirwa<;le. Obviou~ly most if not
all graduate programs have disdained s1,1ch rigor in favor of a
rather unacknowledged drive for productivity. As Mark Bosquet
has brilliantly argued, the ·chief reason for this decision is cheap
labor. Graduate teaching assistants and adjuncts teach the bulk
of courses in colleges and·universities for wages that are barely a
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fraction ofthose ofthe full-time faculty. In elite as well as secondand third-tier institutions, they are indispensable. The fiction
that graduate students are serving some kind of apprenticeship
under the mentorship of experienced full-time faculty may have
satisfied the likes of the National Labor Relations Board, but
those on the ground are not fooled. The full-time faculty teaches
the grad students and upper~division undergraduates or delivers weekly lectures to hundreds attending introductory courses
and confines its mentorship to supervising dissertations and
theses. But in research universities, much of the real undergraduate teaching is done by the graduate assistants. Following
the neoliberal economic doctrine that the labor policy of private
and public sector employers should be to cut costs by reducing
wages, by technological innovations such as online degree programs that can be taught by adjuncts, and by raising productivity
(higher workloads, larger class sizes, and speed-up), educational
administrators, disciplined by budget restraints, endeavor to cut
the most,expensive labor cost on campus: teachers. What better
way to reduce costs, especially in Ivies and other elite schools
where too many adjuncts tend to ur~.d~rmine the institution's
claim to selectivity, than to stack graduate programs with students whose real function is bargain-basement labor? When a
former president of the Modern Languages Association, Princeton
P:rofessor Elaine Showalter, suggested a draconian restriction on
the production of doctorates, she was excoriated by the Left and
the liberal academy. When Michael Berube and Cary Nelson, both
respected English professors, argued for a two-tier graduate degree
based on the distinction between research and teaching, they
encountered similar rejection of their proposal that since most
jobs are in institutions that mostly require teaching faculty, the
PhD-was unnecessary for many courses. Naturally, they wanted
the second tier to be well paid and full time but would not expect
teachers at that level to publish extensively in order to attain job
security. On the other hand, their workloads would be higher
than those of research university faculty. Some critics argued
that the restriction was undemocratic and violated the precepts of
an open society in which equality of opportunity was a cherished
value. To confine the exalted perch of the doctorate to a: select
few, let alone relegating teaching to second-class status, was for
many an unthinkable option, notwithstanding its effectiveness
in maintaining the economic position of the professoriate. Yet
Bosquet's argument that overproduction is a weapon in controlling
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the faculty-full as well as part time-remains powerful iri the
wake of chronic underfunding of higher education.
That such measures have not (yet) been imposed on K-12 is
due, in part, to the failure of teacher unioi1~ to boldly oppose No
Child Left Behind and other simplifying programs. But we cannot
dismiss the steady drumbeat of neoliberal cost-cutting doctrine, or
its consequences for the possibility of genuine education. Teachers'
unions, already subordinated by the power of right-wing insistence
on "standards"-a euphemism for the subordination of pedagogy
to tests-will face a new and perhaps more insidious adversary.
Unless and until unions, parents, and especially students are
prepared to address the privatization and degradation of public
education and the profound antilabor environment that pervades
the field, the next step in federal and states' education policy is
~o emulate higher education in its relentless implementation of
the casualization of teaching labor.
Ours is an era when, with the tacit approval of the education
unions, disciplinary associations, students, and their families
bear the skyrocketing costs of higher education. In many state
institutions, they pay for 35 to 45 percent of instructional costs,
and the percentage rises with every passing year. The absurd
neoliberal idea that users should pay for every public good from
parks and beaches to highways has reached higher education with
a vengeance. This is a de facto privatization .of public as much
as private schooling--"-which has never refused public funds .to
meet its costs-even though governance remains in the hands
of administrators, boards of trustees, and state legislators. At a
moment when the values of collective action and organization are
at a low ebb, and the neoliberal concept that the market should
rule every human activity pervades public discourse, students and
their families experience the institutions as they experience the
state,--,--remote, all-powerful, and punishing. And they have come
to accept the notion that they, not the public sector, are ultimately
responsible for any educational goods they are required to purchase. The key question is whether there is hope for a reversal in
the near future, or whether a relatively few critics will continue
to shout in the forest to the flora and the fauna but be ignored by
any semblance of human forms.
The solution lies in the ability of critical educators to persuade
their colleagues and their students that they are not fated to accept the given regime of educational degradation, that class sizes
in many schools need to be reduced, that the fight to expand t)J.e
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number of full-time positions is a political struggle, and that they
need collective forms of organization to win. Also needed is a conscious effort to bring teachers in higher education together with
elementary and secondary school faculty in a common fight. This
can be done by unions, but if they are recalcitrant, independent
organizational forms may be needed to prod them. Without the
will and the way to accomplish these tasks, there is no alternative
but to expect a further diminution of school learning and a likely
eclipse of the remnants of intellectual culture in the academy.

PART I

EDUCATION AND SOCIAL CLASS

1

How Class Works
in Education: A Memoir
never knew my maternal grandmother. She died when my
mother was twelve years old, an event that was to materially as
well as psychologically shape my mother's life. When my grandfather remarried two years later, his new wife did not want my
mother around, so she was sent to live with her father's sister,
her husband, and her child. My mother's family-women as well
as men-were garment workers. They came to the United States
to escape the brutal czarist regime in Russia and Poland. Most
of them were revolutionary socialists who were subject to imprisonment and exile. They were skilled workers who moved up the
American class ladder-but without the benefit of school credentials. My grandfather was a highly skilled tailor who worked as a
cutter in the men's clothing trade and eventually elevated himself
to manage other WOJ;"kers. His sister Lily was a sewer of the whole
garment in the high-end section ofthe dress industry. She sewed
very expensive dresses by hand, a craft that has virtually disappeared except ill; the tiny custom dress :r;n!'lrket. Her hu~band,
Zelig, began as a machine operator but became a writer and labor
reporter for the Jewish Daily Forward, which, under the leadership
of Abraham Cahan, its editor until World War II, was a real power
among immigrant Jews. My grandmother's brother, a founder of a
Cloak and Suit local of the International Ladies' Garment Workers'
Union, was also a-machine operator ofladies' coats and suits who,
at the end of his life, became a small landlord with properties in
the mostly black communities of the Bronx.
These were educated people who read and spoke several languages, who revered "classical" music but acquired their knowledge
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