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FROM PERILOUS TO PERMANENT

Jennifer Tatebe

ABSTRACT

The pursuit of becoming a professor is intensely 
competitive and fraught with personal and academic 
complexities. This chapter re!ects the author’s post-
PhD experience of being “on the market.” The 
author explores some of the challenges and strategic 
considerations of gaining a "xed-term contract in hope 
of securing a coveted tenure track position. The author’s 
advice to promotion from “perilous to permanent” 
status is driven by two questions: “what do I want?” 
and “what’s the best use of my time?” This chapter will 
be of interest to an international audience including 
PhD candidates, early career researchers, and those 
going “back on the job market.”

Keywords: Adjunct faculty; academic pathway; tenure track; 
higher education; academic employment AQ1



30 Jennifer Tatebe

INTRODUCTION

Completing a PhD is a tremendous academic and personal 
achievement. Deciding on a career pathway afterward can 
be an equally challenging task. The academic job market is 
fraught with complexities and unknowns. There are also an 
increasing number of different academic pathways to choose 
from; however, for many, the end goal is to secure a coveted 
full-time academic position. In this chapter I re!ect on my 
post-PhD journey and my time “on the market.” I explore 
some of the challenges and strategic considerations of a "xed-
term contract as a stepping stone toward securing a tenure 
track position. For an increasing number of academics, my 
story is, or will be, a familiar one as the number of contract 
or adjunct jobs is on the rise. My advice for promotion from 
“perilous to permanent” status is driven by two questions: 
“what do I want?” and “what’s the best use of my time?” This 
chapter will be of interest to an international audience includ-
ing PhD candidates, early career researchers, and those going 
back on the job market.

CONTEXT

While this book offers an international perspective on aca-
demic promotion, my job search experience is primarily 
located within the New Zealand context. As such, many of 
the terms I use re!ect New Zealand’s alignment with the Brit-
ish academic model. The entry-level position in New Zealand 
is the rank of Lecturer which is comparable to an Assistant 
Professor in North America. Another term I will use fre-
quently is “School” which, for many of you, will be more 
familiar as “Department.” It may be useful to refer back to 
Chapter 1 for use of other internationally comparative terms. 
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With the terminology now explained, I will begin my aca-
demic career story.

In some ways my job search experience is unique. Timing 
and circumstance were on my side. To set the scene, I was 
nearing the completion of my PhD in New Zealand and a 
short-term contract in my School became available. Academic 
positions at this time were (and continue to be) extremely 
limited. I was fortunate enough to secure this contract largely 
due to ful"lling three criteria: holding a PhD quali"cation, 
being a registered New Zealand teacher, and prior univer-
sity teaching experience in the advertised disciplinary areas. 
I began my "rst six-month Lecturer contract, the same day I 
successfully defended my PhD.

CHALLENGES OF CONTRACT AND ADJUNCT 
POSITIONS

There were clearly some immediate challenges of beginning 
my "rst academic position with limited transition time from 
my PhD. In my case, securing a job as the internal candidate 
(at the same institution where I completed my PhD) was a 
major advantage. Moving forward I will discuss three of the 
key challenges I experienced and the strategies I employed for 
addressing them.

Limited Preparation Time

The position I secured was slightly more focused on teaching 
despite being located in the “traditional” research pathway. 
This meant that 60% of my time was designated to teach-
ing undergraduate and postgraduate students, 30% was for 
research, and the remaining 10% of my time was allocated 
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to academic service activities. While I had just over a month’s 
advance preparation to begin the position, I was also prepar-
ing to defend my PhD. In honor of the process, the generosity 
of all my participants, my time, work and energy, and the 
support of my supervisors, friends, and family, I made the 
defense my "rst priority. I was fortunate in that I had pre-
viously taught on some of the courses I had been assigned 
as a Graduate Teaching Assistant (GTA) during my PhD. For 
these courses, I maximized my course preparation time by 
reviewing previous course outlines, teaching resources, and 
exams. The jump from GTA to organizing a course and deliv-
ering lectures however was signi"cant. I also initiated meet-
ings with academic colleagues with previous experience on 
these courses. I sought their advice and asked if they would 
be willing to share their course resources. While engaging in 
this process I was reminded of my "rst year as a high school 
teacher furiously developing and collecting resources. One 
senior colleague advised me to multiply the commonly used 
1:2 lecture to preparation time ratio and then double it in 
the "rst year. I am grateful to all colleagues who created a 
collaborative teaching space by sharing resources. Their gen-
erosity helped to make my preparation much easier and less 
time consuming.

In addition to being a core Lecturer, I also served as a 
Course Director and Administrator on three of my assigned 
courses. In New Zealand, this role involves curriculum devel-
opment, online learning management system (CANVAS) 
responsibilities, general course and student administration, 
and leading the team of academic teaching staff. Further com-
plicating the situation was that all three of the courses I coor-
dinated operated across two or three campuses, each with 
their own idiosyncrasies and politics. I deferred back to the 
same successful strategy described above: I spoke with for-
mer Course Directors and Administrators. Most of them were 
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similarly generous in sharing their experiences, and offered 
helpful recommendations and directed me to the appropri-
ate person to assist with certain administrative tasks (e.g., 
Information Technology). From there on, it was learning by 
experience and "nding my own leadership style. Now a four-
year “veteran” in this role I’ve revised many of the practices 
I developed in my "rst year while also adopting a few new 
ones each year.

Constant Eye on “the Market”

I learned of the phrase “being on the market” from my Ameri-
can colleagues who, at conferences, were intently focused on 
this topic. In New Zealand, being on a short-term contract 
is code for “being on the market.” As the title of the chapter 
suggests, I describe contract work as perilous – due to the 
constant awareness of my contract termination date. Re!ect-
ing back on this time in my academic career I realize that 
I had two full-time jobs: my contract Lecturer position and 
looking for a permanent job. The most dif"cult part of the 
balancing act was time management. This process required 
the ful"llment of my teaching, research and service duties, 
and applying for academic positions across the Asia Paci"c, 
European, and North American markets.

My epiphany came when I realized that I could do much 
of the preparation work well in advance of submitting my 
application packages. Good job applications required sig-
ni"cant time and effort. Search committees were savvy and 
could easily identify generic applications. I developed my 
own so-called “templates” of teaching and research philos-
ophies, as well as a very detailed portfolio of evidence of 
my academic accomplishments. My second revelation was 
that I needed to learn the language of the three geographic 
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contexts. I engaged my contacts and networks, researched 
university speci"c promotion and tenure policies to "nd 
curriculum vitae and application templates, and then mod-
eled my own applications on these documents. Initially, I 
overlooked a readily available yet invaluable resource – 
curriculum vitaes and online academic pro"le on university 
webpages. Both became primary sources of institutional 
knowledge and exemplars of context-speci"c language and 
processes.

Eligibil i ty and Access: Becoming Creative

The third and "nal challenge outlined in this chapter is the 
one I found the most dif"cult – eligibility and access to insti-
tutional funding and Professional Development (PD). In my 
case, the policy was that contracts of less than two years 
were ineligible for all Faculty and university research fund-
ing and many PD opportunities. After overcoming the ini-
tial feelings of unfairness, I became creative. In anticipation 
of potential future eligibility, I attended research funding 
application workshops. I also looked for smaller funding 
opportunities within my School, and sought out external 
and philanthropic funds. While many of these creative fund-
ing sources were very small (several thousand dollars or 
less), they can add up. Ineligibility for funding also created 
the necessity for creative ways of explaining gaps in sub-
mitted funding applications and conference attendance to 
future search committees. I would encourage others in simi-
lar positions to do the same. Finally, I recommend consider-
ing conducting smaller scale research projects, or breaking 
a project into phases, or asking to contribute to a larger 
study within your Faculty or Research Centre in order to be 
research active.


