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ABSTRACT 
 

Academic freedom is a cornerstone principle to the U. S. system of higher 
education and is intended to exist for all faculty. Thus, the dominant discourse is that 
academic freedom is neutral. Utilizing the framework of critical race theory, this research 
demonstrates that faculty of color can differentially experience and perceive their 
academic freedom in ways that are influenced by their social identities. Thirteen faculty 
of color from three Research 1 institutions in geographically distinct states were 
interviewed for this study. Their CVs and publications were also analyzed. Results 
highlight several findings: academic freedom played an important role in participants’ 
teaching, service, and research; participants’ social identities could influence the extent to 
which they felt they could enact their academic freedom; some participants did not feel 
fully protected by academic freedom; and discrimination/oppression could fatigue 
participants to the point where they no longer had the willpower and/or the energy to 
enact their academic freedom. Nonetheless, all but one participant in this study enacted 
their academic freedom as a form of agency on behalf of diversity and social justice.  
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CHAPTER I 
 

Introduction 

In 2001, the University of Southern Florida (USF) abruptly dismissed Professor 

Sami Al-Arian from his tenured appointment following his federal grand jury indictment 

for conspiracy to commit racketeering on behalf of the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, a 

terrorist organization (Academic freedom and tenure: University of Southern Florida, 

2003). After completing its investigation of the matter in 2003, the American Association 

of University Professors (AAUP) censured USF for violating Professor Al-Arian’s 

academic freedom and tenure. While the AAUP has a long history of investigating 

academic freedom and tenure violations nationwide, the procedural norms for 

investigating this particular case were novel for the organization as this case was the first 

of its kind following the attacks of September 11th, 2001 (Academic freedom and tenure: 

University of Southern Florida, 2003).  

Professor Al-Arian’s situation escalated when he appeared on the television show, 

The O’Reilly Factor, on September 26, 2001 (O’Reilly, 2001). On the show, host Bill 

O’Reilly became verbally antagonistic and accused him of being a “terrorist.” Shortly 

thereafter, both the U. S. Government and USF accused Al-Arian of using his position as 

a professor to support terrorism through fundraising and booking events for terrorist-

related activities under the University’s name. Also, USF contended that Professor Al-

Arian had failed to establish that he was not speaking for the University and that he was 

speaking only as a private citizen when he appeared on The O’Reilly Factor (Academic 

freedom and tenure: University of Southern Florida, 2003).  
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The AAUP ultimately concluded that USF had violated The 1940 Statement of 

Principles on Academic Freedom and Tenure and The 1958 Statement on Procedural 

Standards in Faculty Dismissal Proceedings in its dismissal of Professor Al-Arian 

(“Policy Documents & Reports,” 1990). They asserted that USF denied Professor Al-

Arian his due process by dismissing him without first consulting him or his faculty 

colleagues and without holding due process hearings to which he was entitled. They also 

found his “extramural utterances” on The O’Reilly Factor to be well within the bounds of 

his academic freedom, thus failing to warrant his dismissal. USF had additionally filed a 

lawsuit against Professor Al-Arian to seek legal backing for his dismissal on the grounds 

that he had failed to establish that he was speaking as a private citizen on the show and 

that he had returned to campus despite being placed on paid leave. The AAUP deemed 

the lawsuit to be a preemptive strike to their censure investigation, which they found to 

be in violation of both Statements (Academic freedom and tenure: University of Southern 

Florida, 2003). The court subsequently rejected the lawsuit as well.  

This academic freedom violation case is unique for the reasons noted above, as 

well as for the social identity of Professor Al-Arian. He is a Palestinian Muslim, a 

classification associated by many with a group of people that grew in notoriety following 

the September 11th attacks at the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. While this 

identity does not necessarily denote race, May and Sleeter (2010) contend that racial 

discourses often extend beyond color. They state that “an obvious example of these ‘new 

racisms’ is the construction of Muslims and Islam, post 9/11, as a homogenous collective 

threat to western nations and, individually, as representing and/or practicing an 
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antediluvian, illiberal, religious identity” (p. 8). The authors contend that this reductionist 

description of culture and religion is markedly racialized.  

Yet such tendencies are not just confined to a post September 11th era. In the case 

of Al-Khazraji v. Saint Francis College in 1980, plaintiff Majid Ghadian Al-Khazraji 

found his Iraqi national origin and Muslim faith to be a point of contention during the 

trial (Baez, 2002). Al-Khazraji alleged a Title VII violation after he was denied tenure 

based on what he perceived to be the college’s prejudice against his national origin and 

faith background. During the trial, however, the court reverted to almost archaic 

biological understandings of race in expanding a definition of race discrimination to 

encompass Al-Khazraji’s social identity. Justice Stevens stated that the modern concept 

of race is one that accentuates sociopolitical features rather than biological features, yet 

the court ultimately defined race discrimination as “discrimination directed against an 

individual because he or she is genetically part of an ethnically and physiognomically 

distinctive sub-grouping of homo sapiens” (Baez, 2002, p. 80, emphasis in original). 

Because race, ethnicity, and other social identities are often conflated (Aspinall 2007; 

Orser 1998; Weeramanthri 2000) to simply create a category of “other,” the academic 

freedom case of Professor Al-Arian appears to have had racial implications.  

The circumstances of the Al-Arian case were exceptional due to the extraordinary 

events of 9/11. Yet other faculty of color have experienced distress within the academy 

too, oftentimes in more ordinary ways via their principal responsibilities of teaching, 

service, and research. Examples of such distress include the devaluation of their teaching 

and research (Hendrix, 2007; Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2008; Niemann, 1999; Padilla 

& Chávez Chávez, 1995; Thompson & Loque, 2005; Viernes Turner & Myers, 2000), 
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encounters with both overt and covert racism (Hendrix, 2007; Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 

2008; Niemann, 1999; Padilla & Chávez Chávez, 1995; Thompson & Loque, 2005; 

Viernes Turner & Myers, 2000), the expectation that they be involved in all things 

diversity-related on campus regardless of whether or not they are interested in such work 

(Baez, 2000; Constantine, et al., 2008), conflict with colleagues and students (Hendrix, 

2007; Thompson & Loque, 2005; Valverde & Castenell, 1998), and the “revolving door 

syndrome” where faculty of color are hired and then leave shortly thereafter for a variety 

of reasons (Weinberg, 2008). However, the relationship between such examples of 

identity-related distress and academic freedom is not often engaged in the literature.  

While the principle of academic freedom is an established tenet in U. S. higher 

education, many scholars would argue that it too is under duress (Giroux, 2006; Lechuga, 

2005; Palfreyman, 2007; Rochford, 2003; Rostan, 2010; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004; 

Tierney & Lechuga, 2005). According to Galambos (2010), academic freedom remains in 

jeopardy 50 years after the infamous McCarthy era. Despite the historical autonomy 

afforded higher education, both the political and corporate realms have permeated 

university decision-making and curriculum. Additionally, many professors have 

experienced personal attacks to their academic freedom. Such attacks include faculty 

dismissals and manipulation of the hiring process, pedagogy, and curriculum. Galambos 

writes that these attacks have dangerous implications for academic freedom. 

Many faculty may choose to avoid dissent or controversy in order to avoid attacks 

to their academic freedom. The recent Garcetti v. Ceballos Supreme Court ruling in 

2006, which clarified that public employees are not immune to discipline from their 

employer based on speech made within the context of their jobs, perhaps adds to this 
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unease (Ledermann, 2006). While this case did not occur in an educational context, 

Justice Souter stated in his dissent that even the teaching of a public university professor 

could be called into question under this broad ruling (Ledermann, 2006). Many faculty of 

color may choose to proceed tentatively in an environment that has, both historically and 

contemporarily, been hostile to their presence (Valverde & Castenell, 1998; Thompson & 

Loque, 2005). Such caution is exacerbated should they desire to achieve tenure and 

promotion, which is dependent upon a positive evaluation from one’s peers. The recent 

attacks on ethnic studies departments in Arizona (Okihiro, 2010) and faculty that teach in 

such departments (Gaines, 2005; Goodman, 2006) make salient the potential connection 

of race and ethnicity to academic freedom threats. 

This study will explore academic freedom, the experiences of faculty of color in 

higher education, and the ways in which the two potentially interact. In the next chapter I 

review the literature on academic freedom, the experiences of faculty of color in higher 

education, and critical race theory, which is the theoretical framework I use. I then 

describe my methodological strategy in Chapter III. In Chapters IV and V I present my 

findings. Finally, I discuss the results of this study and I provide recommendations in 

Chapter VI. 
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CHAPTER II 

Review of the literature 

 This review of the literature focuses on academic freedom and the ways in which 

its enactment is influenced by social identity, particularly race or ethnicity. The literature 

reviewed in this section is organized into five different areas. First, I address the various 

definitions and descriptions of academic freedom, the history and importance of 

academic freedom in the United States, and the future of academic freedom. Second, I 

briefly explore the nature of the faculty role, which involves teaching, service, and 

research. Third, I analyze the history and current experiences of faculty of color in higher 

education and the benefits of having a diverse faculty. Fourth, I discuss the literature that 

directly links the concepts of academic freedom and social identity, of which the majority 

considers race or ethnicity. Finally, I discuss the theoretical framework of critical race 

theory that I employ to inform my thinking related to the literature.  

Academic freedom 

Academic freedom defined 

 Academic freedom is considered to be a foundational tenet of higher education, 

yet a single definition does not exist (Birtwhistle, 2004; Palfreyman , 2007; Pullin, 2004; 

Tierney, 2004). One definition from University of Bayreuth president Klaus D. Wolff 

seems to be broadly representative of the various definitions in the literature. According 

to Wolff, academic freedom is “the privilege individual academics may claim as the 

freedom to question and test received wisdom, to put forward new ideas and controversial 

or unpopular opinions without placing themselves in jeopardy of losing the jobs or 

privileges they may have at their institutions” (Neave, 2000, p.198). The Canadian 
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Association of University Teachers (CAUT) provides a more detailed definition that 

further resonates with academic freedom issues discussed in the literature: 

The common good of society depends upon the search for knowledge and its free 
exposition. Academic freedom in universities is essential to both these purposes in 
the teaching function of the university as well as in its scholarship and research. 
Academic staff shall not be hindered or impeded in any way by the university or 
the faculty association from exercising their legal rights as citizens, nor shall they 
suffer any penalties because of the exercise of such legal rights. The parties agree 
that they will not infringe or abridge the academic freedom of any member of the 
academic community. Academic members of the community are entitled 
regardless of prescribed doctrine, to freedom in carrying out research and in 
publishing the results thereof, freedom of teaching and of discussion, freedom to 
criticize the university and the faculty association, and freedom from institutional 
censorship. Academic freedom does not require neutrality on the part of the 
individual. Rather, academic freedom makes commitment possible. Academic 
freedom carries with it the duty to use that freedom in a manner consistent with 
the scholarly obligation to base research and teaching on an honest search for 
knowledge (in Palfreyman, 2007, p. 20). 
 
As alluded to in the CAUT definition, academic freedom can manifest in several 

different areas of the academy based upon the unique responsibilities of faculty who are 

expected to engage in teaching, service, and research as part of their academic 

appointments (Bowen & Schuster, 1986). First, faculty have the right to academic 

freedom in the classroom, but they should be careful in discussing controversial subject 

matter that has no relation to their field of study (Brubacher & Rudy, 2003; Olivas & 

Baez, 1999; Poch, 1993). Second, with academic freedom, faculty have wide ranging 

discretion to engage in research free from attempts to manipulate the direction or results 

of the research (e.g. through funding restrictions) (Olivas & Baez, 1999; Rochford, 2003; 

Rostan, 2010).  

The literature is relatively silent in specifically naming how academic freedom 

and faculty service intersect, though. Traditionally, faculty are afforded the protection of 

academic freedom while carrying out internal service duties at their institution, even if 
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those duties result in faculty criticizing the university or its leaders. When stepping 

outside of their position, which may or may not be in the context of service, the American 

Association of University Professors (AAUP) allows that professors have a right to 

freedom in speaking as a public citizen per the 1940 Statement of Principles on Academic 

Freedom and Tenure (“Policy Documents & Reports,” 1990). The AAUP states that, 

“when they [faculty] speak or write as citizens, they should be free from institutional 

censorship or discipline, but their special position in the community imposes special 

obligations” (“Policy Documents & Reports,” 1990, p. 4). These special obligations (i.e. 

to speak with respect, accuracy, restraint, and as an individual) exist because the public 

will often judge those in higher education based on their declarations as scholars and 

educational leaders (Poch, 1993). Therefore, those in academia walk a fine line between 

protection under academic freedom versus protection under the First Amendment, which 

is oftentimes dependent on whether they are speaking from inside or outside their 

academic role. 

Finally, academic freedom allows those in higher education to function without 

interference from the Church or State, except in cases of “extenuating” and obviously 

“compelling” circumstances (Poch, 1993). The literature remains relatively silent, 

however, as to what these extenuating and compelling circumstances might be. 

Nonetheless, much of the literature argues that if a university falls under the influence of 

the Church or State, it will no longer be “true to its own nature” if faculty are hired 

because of their religious or political affiliation rather than their expertise and aptitude 

(Bowen, 2005, p. 2). Others specify that academic freedom should also insulate those in 

academia from the interference of financial donors (Brubacher & Rudy, 2003; Rostan, 
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2010) and interest groups (Bowen, 2005). Next I examine the historical evolution of 

academic freedom in the U. S. and the ways in which it has either been upheld or 

threatened. 

Academic freedom in the United States: A historical perspective 

 Academic freedom in the U. S. is a relatively young concept since a professor’s 

employment could easily be terminated without proof of wrongdoing up until the 20th 

century (Tierney, 2004). The literature affirms that the concept of academic freedom in 

the U. S. originated when American scholars returned from Germany after completing 

their graduate work in the late 19th century (Brubacher & Rudy, 2003; Byrne, 1989; 

Finkin, 1987; Hofstadter & Metzger, 1955; Metzger, 1988; O’Neil, 1999; Tierney & 

Lechuga, 2005). According to O’Neil (1999), these scholars were exposed to the German 

ideals of Lehrfreiheit, the “freedom to teach,” and Lernfreiheit, the “freedom to learn,” 

which had long been established in Germany. As higher education transitioned and grew 

during that period, increasingly more U. S. professors began to “[sing] the praises of 

German freedom” at their institutions (Hofstadter & Metzger, 1955, p. 392). Academic 

freedom began to take hold domestically, yet Hofstadter and Metzger contend that its 

conception was characteristically American in its reflection of free speech and autonomy.  

While academic freedom was growing in popularity, higher education in the 

United States was experiencing a crisis. Tierney and Lechuga (2005) state that in the 

early 20th century professional associations were forming, research was growing in 

prevalence, and the size of the faculty had increased twofold. Authority, however, 

remained in the hands of top-level administrators and there were many well-documented 

encroachments on professors’ academic freedom during that time (i.e. Richard Ely at the 
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University of Wisconsin, Edward Ross at Stanford University, and John Mecklin at 

Lafayette College) (Tierney & Lechuga, 2005). At that time, faculty had no mechanism 

to grieve such transgressions (Brubacher & Rudy, 2003). Due to these incidents and the 

growing popularity of Lehrfreiheit and Lernfreiheit, the AAUP formed in 1915 and 

published their first Declaration of Principles (Brubacher & Rudy, 2003, Hofstadter & 

Metzger, 1955; Tierney & Lechuga, 2005). Early tenets of this declaration established 

that the professor’s responsibility is to society, not to the governing board of the 

university (Brubacher & Rudy, 2003; Hofstadter & Metzger, 1955). Also, this declaration 

asserted that a governing board can appoint a professor, but it does not actually employ 

that professor. Termination of professorial employment should only result from a 

decision reached by one’s group of professional peers (Brubacher & Rudy, 2003). 

Furthermore, it called for professorial freedom to “broadcast the fruit of experimental 

ideas both inside and outside the classroom and both inside and outside his academic 

chair” (p. 321). Finally, the declaration affirmed that institutions should be an amalgam 

of diverse viewpoints and that tolerance of any aberrant viewpoints should not only be 

expected, but also required (Altbach et al. 1999). 

After a series of tumultuous years in which disagreement continued about the 

definition and role of academic freedom in higher education, the AAUP (in cooperation 

with the Association of American Colleges) set forth another declaration, the 1940 

Statement of Principles on Academic Freedom and Tenure (Poch, 1993). This statement 

outlined three basic rights to which professors were entitled: freedom from institutional 

censorship and discipline; freedom in publication and research; and freedom inside and 

outside the classroom for professors to comment on their particular field of specialization 
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(Altbach et al. 1999). The AAUP declared that the “purpose of this statement is to 

promote public understanding and support of academic freedom and tenure and 

agreement upon procedures to assure them in colleges and universities” (1990, p. 3). The 

1940 Statement has since become the most commonly held perception of academic 

freedom in the United States. According to Metzger (1988), the American conception of 

academic freedom breaks from the German conception in that U. S. faculty not only have 

the freedom to teach and research, but they also have an “extramural freedom” to discuss 

their area of expertise beyond their professional tasks (p. 1275). The extramural and 

intramural freedom of faculty was soon to become a point of controversy, though, 

particularly in the courts. 

Academic freedom was heavily attacked in the 1950s during the McCarthy era 

when professors (most notably at the University of California) were required to vow, 

under oath, that they were not members of certain organizations, particularly the 

Communist party (Brubacher & Rudy, 2003). At that time, many believed that professors 

with commitments to socialist ideologies were unworthy of the privilege of academic 

freedom. As a result, numerous professors were coerced into surrendering their academic 

freedom to save their careers and reputations, oftentimes via the signing of loyalty oaths 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 2003). Of those who chose not to acquiesce, many lost their jobs. In 

the case of Adler v. Board of Education of City of New York in 1952, for instance, the 

court upheld the dismissal of several public school teachers who had openly opposed the 

Feinberg Law that deemed any public employee with socialist leanings ineligible for 

employment (Metzger, 1988). The court ruled that public teachers had the right to 

assemble and speak out, but they were not entitled to state employment on their own 
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terms. Essentially, Metzger claims that this ruling “ensured the dissident teacher the right 

to take a walk” (p. 1287).  

While there were many threats to academic freedom during the McCarthy era, the 

damage done by McCarthyists could have been much worse if academic freedom had not 

existed (Altbach et al. 1999). One rather high profile case during the McCarthy era set the 

stage for a legal framing of academic freedom that would impact court cases for years to 

come: Sweezy v. New Hampshire (1957) (Brubacher & Rudy, 2003; Byrne, 1989; 

Metzger, 1988). In 1957, Paul Sweezy, a Marxist economist, was charged with contempt 

after he refused to testify before the New Hampshire Attorney General regarding the 

content of several guest lectures he had given at the University of New Hampshire. The 

Supreme Court later reversed the order of contempt against Sweezy and, in its written 

opinion, recognized academic freedom as a “protected constitutional interest” (Lechuga, 

2005, p.3) and a “special concern of the First Amendment” (Van Alstyne 1993, p. 236). 

Never before 1957 had academic freedom been established as a constitutional issue, 

which was thought to be a great victory for those in academia (Brubacher & Rudy, 2003).  

As the McCarthy era came to an end, higher education briefly experienced a 

relative calm. The Vietnam War, however, during 1965-1973 presented new challenges 

to academic freedom. For instance, many universities during that time were involved with 

war research for which the researchers were obligated to keep the results of their work 

classified. This requirement was in opposition to the belief that with academic freedom, 

new information should be made available to all in order to benefit all of humanity 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 2003). In addition, there were many student uprisings on university 

campuses meant to disturb controversial speakers, which ran contrary to academic 
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freedom and its assertion that contentious subject matter should not be squelched 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 2003).  

In Keyishian v. Board of Regents in 1967, the Supreme Court gave one of the 

most fervent legal statements in favor of academic freedom. After faculty from the State 

University of New York failed to sign a loyalty oath under the Feinberg Law and were 

subsequently dismissed, the court declared that the law was unconstitutional and that it 

greatly jeopardized academic freedom. Justice William Brennan made this now oft-

quoted statement:  

Academic freedom…is of transcendent value to all of us and not merely to the 
teachers concerned. That freedom is therefore a special concern to the First 
Amendment, which does not tolerate laws that cast a pall of orthodoxy over the 
classroom…The classroom is peculiarly a marketplace of ideas. The Nation’s 
future depends upon leaders trained through wide exposure to that robust 
exchange of ideas which discovers truth out of a multitude of tongues, [rather] 
than through any kind of authoritative selection (Keyishian v. Board of Regents, 
1967). 
 

This ruling and Justice Brennan’s statement more clearly spelled out the Supreme Court’s 

dedication to academic freedom and continues to be referred to today.  

Also in the 1960s, the differentiation between academic freedom and the First 

Amendment was exemplified in the Supreme Court’s ruling in Pickering v. Board of 

Education. In 1968, public school teacher Marvin Pickering was fired after he criticized 

the financial policies of the school board in his Illinois township (Metzger, 1988). The 

court ruled that Pickering’s dismissal due to his criticism was a violation of his 

constitutional rights. According to Metzger, the courts have traditionally held that the 

following actions of faculty are protected by academic freedom rather than the First 

Amendment: speech concerning department administration or curriculum, the denial of 

tenure to a colleague, personnel actions, the reorganization of academic programs, as well 
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as complaints over salary, promotion, assignment, and college relations (p. 1326). In 

Pickering’s case, however, the Court ruled that his extramural comments were related to 

matters of public concern and were not aimed at any one person, thus avoiding damage to 

his work relationships. Therefore, they concluded that his speech occurred in his role as a 

citizen, which liberated him from state employer discipline in that instance (“Policy 

Documents & Reports,” 1990; Finkin, 1987). This case exemplified that while academic 

freedom and the First Amendment are similar in many ways, they are not identical. The 

First Amendment can be applied to all public institutions, including public institutions of 

higher education, and relates to rights as a citizen. In terms of academic freedom, though, 

the “professional (and often legal) definition…addresses rights within the educational 

contexts of teaching, learning, and research both in and outside the classroom--for 

individuals at private as well as at public institutions” 

(http://www.aaup.org/AAUP/protect/legal/topics/PolDivDiscrim.htm).   

Another relevant court case shortly thereafter added to the legal complexities of 

academic freedom. In the case of Cooper v. Ross in 1972, a University of Arkansas 

assistant professor was not rehired after his colleagues became aware of his affiliation 

with the Progressive Labor Party (Metzger, 1988). The judge ruled in favor of the 

professor, but expressed discomfort with his judgment describing that it “involves a 

fundamental tension between the academic freedom of the individual teacher to be free of 

restraints from university administration, and the academic freedom of the university to 

be free of government, including judicial, interference” (Metzger, 1988, p. 1311). 

Institutional academic freedom was clearly upheld, however, in the 1978 Regents of the 

University of California v. Bakke case when Justice Powell defined academic freedom as 
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the “freedom of a university to make its own judgments as to education” (Metzger, 1988, 

p. 1310). While this case focused exclusively on the university’s admissions policy, 

institutional academic freedom can be enacted in many ways (e.g. institutional mission, 

research agenda, etc.). Nevertheless, there may be a tension between individual academic 

freedom and that of the greater institution when examined by an outside party such as the 

courts. The AAUP must navigate this tension during the course of their academic 

freedom censure cases, but the literature does not often discuss this point.  

Academic freedom issues in the 1980s and 1990s involved faculty dismissals, 

religion, race or ethnicity, gender, and electronic messages (Altbach et al. 1999). 

Additionally, there was an increase in issues related to the avoidance of offensive 

terminology or topics, including the first academic freedom case related to sexual 

harassment brought by a student against a professor for his use of sexually explicit 

themes in his English class (Altbach et al. 1999). In this case, Cohen v. San Bernadino 

Valley College (1996), the court ruled in favor of the professor and the protection 

afforded him under academic freedom. Nevertheless, the AAUP saw fit to publish a new 

policy on sexual harassment at the 1995 annual meeting to further clarify the matter 

(Altbach et al. 1999). Academic freedom remains unchanged in many ways, yet these 

examples highlight ways in which certain aspects of it coincide with greater societal 

evolutions.  

Academic freedom in the 21st century 

Currently, academic freedom is experiencing what many are again calling a crisis. 

The literature describes that higher education now faces intense scrutiny from the media 

and the political system and that academic freedom and tenure are often targeted 
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specifically (Lechuga, 2005). The occurrence of September 11th, the Patriot Act, 

terrorism (Tierney, 2004; Tierney & Lechuga, 2005), the “chilling” of free speech on 

campuses (Gaines, 2005; Salas, 2006), the increase of federal involvement in higher 

education (Heller, 2001; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004), the pressures on academic 

independence (e.g. David Horowitz’s Academic Bill of Rights) (Salas, 2006), and the 

pressures of securing funding (Heller, 2001; Tierney & Lechuga, 2005) all pose a great 

threat to academic freedom and tenure.  

The Patriot Act in particular, for which President Obama recently signed an 

extension of three provisions into law, is thought to undermine the principles of academic 

freedom as it places heavy constraints on the rights of international faculty members 

seeking to enter the U. S. (Report of the task force on academic freedom, 2004). The 

AAUP recently classified such actions as “censorship at the border” (“State department 

lifts ban on scholars,” 2010). While the U. S. Department of Treasury presents the Patriot 

Act as a mechanism to combat terrorism via increased scrutiny and investigatory methods 

of foreign people, institutions, and systems (USA PATRIOT Act), Tierney (2004) 

classifies it as a clever way to mask government intrusions on academic freedom and 

basic rights. In response to this act, the AAUP created the Academic Freedom and 

National Security in Time of Crisis committee to contend with these issues. The 

committee is charged with assessing and investigating potential post-September 11th 

academic freedom violations in an effort to curb related infringements The committee has 

been especially active in advocating on behalf of barred international faculty members 

classified by the U. S. government as having ties to terrorism. For instance, the AAUP 

joined with several other organizations to file a lawsuit that would compel the U. S. 
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government to allow professors Tariq Ramadan and Adam Habib entry into the U. S. 

This work was successful; former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton recently signed an 

order ending their exclusion (“State department lifts ban on scholars,” 2010). Absent 

from this discussion, however, is potential relevance of social identity to the plight of 

international faculty, as well as to terrorism and the Patriot Act. 

Also as of late, many authors contend that academic freedom is currently under 

attack by activists of the political right (Giroux, 2006; Menand, 1996). Menand (1996) 

claims their discourse often includes the “insensitive professor” from whom students 

need to be protected with speech codes while others describe the liberally biased 

professor who seeks to push a radical agenda in the classroom (Giroux, 2006; Salas, 

2006). For example, the Academic Bill of Rights associated with David Horowitz 

highlights that students “can’t get a good education if they’re only telling you half the 

story” (www.studentsforacademicfreedom.org). They describe that while professorial 

academic freedom is important, students should also have the freedom to hear both sides 

of a debate rather than just the professor’s liberal viewpoints. The literature does not 

often connect such challenges to the social identities of the professors in question, 

though, many of who are from non-dominant cultures. Some critics have also taken issue 

with professors who have spoken out against the government’s response to the events of 

September 11th and the subsequent war on terror, resulting in public outcry and calls for 

their dismissal (O’Neil, 2004). While much of the literature positively portrays faculty in 

these cases, O’Neil describes instances of faculty speech that he claims have been 

absolutely reprehensible in relation to September 11th. For example, Professor Nicholas 

De Genova at Columbia University stated that he wished for “a million Mogadishus” to 
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occur in Iraq, referencing the incident where U. S. troops were ambushed and killed in 

Somalia. Nevertheless, this speech was found to still remain under the protection of 

academic freedom, thus intensifying backlash from opponents of academic freedom.  

Much of the literature finds the government to be at fault during this time of threat 

to academic freedom. Some feel that the increasing federalization of higher education 

will “invite the worst kind of governmental micromanagement” (Bowen, 2005, p. 72). 

Rostan (2010) contends that the changing relationship between the state and higher 

education, as well as calls for increased accountability and responsiveness to both the 

economy and society, greatly strain academic freedom. While calls for accountability are 

not new, there are now a great many more actors inserting themselves in to the larger 

political debate and the call for greater relevance is now coupled with a demand to find 

ways in which relevance can be measured. Rostan asserts that this dilemma potentially 

constrains institutional autonomy and, subsequently, academic freedom when outside 

entities begin to dictate how things should be done. Also, as more institutions find 

themselves needing to seek grant funding to compensate for decreasing state funding, 

academic freedom is challenged when grant stipulations include restrictions on data 

dissemination and the sharing of results. According to Rostan, when these funders enter 

the academic realm, they have greater say in research initiatives and funding allocations. 

They are also potentially more shortsighted when they only seek to achieve market-

related goals. Giroux (2010) has labeled this phenomenon, “bare pedagogy.” He argues 

that in this era of neoliberalism, “bare pedagogy strips education of its public values, 

critical contents, and civic responsibilities as part of its broader goal of creating new 

subjects wedded to the logic of privatization, efficiency, flexibility, the accumulation of 
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capital, and the destruction of the social state” (p. 185). While he does not specifically 

mention academic freedom in this statement, his description of how pedagogy is driven 

by these neoliberal ideals highlights how academic freedom can be encroached upon. 

 In the legal realm, while general academic freedom was again upheld in the 2003 

Grutter v. Bollinger and Gratz v. Bollinger cases, a more recent ruling may have 

implications for faculty free speech and, therefore, academic freedom. Lederman (2006) 

describes that in the 2006 Garcetti v. Ceballos case, the Supreme Court clarified that 

public employees who speak under the auspices of their official duties are not speaking as 

citizens under the protection of the First Amendment. Therefore, they are not beyond 

employer discipline. In a written dissent of the ruling, Justice Souter stated that while the 

court’s ruling was not made in reference to an education setting, it is broad enough to 

potentially include the speech of public teachers and faculty, thus threatening their 

academic freedom. Justice Kennedy wrote in response that their ruling in this case does 

not need to address speech in relation to teachers or faculty, essentially sidestepping the 

question of whether or not the restrictive standard on free speech applies to them. 

University of Virginia law professor Robert O’Neil contends that this ruling “creates only 

a slim reed on which to hang a public university professor’s desire to speak out” (in 

Lederman, 2006). Others took comfort in the fact that the court made a special point of 

stating that their ruling does not pertain to higher education. Nevertheless, Lederman 

asserts this ruling is a crack in the foundation of academic freedom since the court only 

obliquely implied that academics are somehow different from other public employees and 

are thus protected by academic freedom. DelFattore (2011) describes how this case has 

since been referenced in the subsequent Hong v. Grant academic freedom case in which 
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Professor Juan Hong contended that the University of California–Irvine denied him a 

merit raise after he criticized fellow colleagues and administrators over hiring practices 

and their scholarly work. 

According to the literature, academic freedom becomes most important during 

times of trial. Lechuga (2005) writes that it does not exist because everyone is in 

agreement on all things education-related, but because they are not. To place limits on 

academic freedom imperils the future of the U.S. system of higher education in such a 

way that students will emerge from the academy without having known the freedom of 

inquiry or the search for truth, whatever that truth may be (Bowen, 2005). Therefore, 

Tierney and Lechuga (2005) comment that when students of the early 21st century reflect 

back upon these turbulent times, they hope those students will see strong support and 

growth of academic freedom, instead of its extinction. 

 In thinking about the future of academic freedom in the U. S., the principles of 

academic freedom may be in danger of being changed or destroyed (Menand, 1996; 

Tierney, 2004; Tierney & Lechuga, 2005). As a result, Menand (1996) states that higher 

education would benefit from a new interpretation of academic freedom, which would 

serve to reestablish the values of academic freedom, show how and why it is important, 

and show whether or not it should take precedence over other values. A new 

interpretation would also allow the academy to better respond to new obstacles facing 

this century-old principle.   Others have suggested that academic freedom needs to be 

reviewed from a historical perspective so that we may learn from the past, which could 

then better inform academic freedom’s future (Menand, 1996; Tierney & Lechuga, 2005). 

Nonetheless, academic freedom has weathered significant crises in the past and may 
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continue to do so. Whatever future is in store for academic freedom, it has created a 

lasting imprint on the last 100 years of higher education that cannot easily be expunged. 

Why is academic freedom necessary? 

 Many different ideas exist in higher education about why academic freedom is 

vital to the academic world. First, the university is traditionally seen as distinct from 

other institutions in society. It is an island set apart that is especially valuable, yet 

especially susceptible to threat. Academic freedom helps to protect that value by 

safeguarding knowledge and the people who create that knowledge, even if both are 

unpopular or controversial (Van Alystne, 1993). Second, while oftentimes considered to 

be a private benefit, higher education also exists to serve the public good (Altbach, et al., 

1999; Fischer, 2006; Heller, 2001). By way of example, Farhenwald et al. (2007) contend 

that in nursing education, social justice is a core value. As such, the authors believe that 

nursing educators are responsible for teaching this potentially controversial value to their 

students so that these students will in turn carry it into their practice. They position 

academic freedom as protecting their academic duty to teach social justice education on 

behalf of the public good. As Van Alstyne (1993) outlines, the freedom to pursue and 

communicate knowledge and values free from interference is necessary to accomplish 

feats such as these. There needs to be freedom in selecting research topics and methods, 

instructional methods, service activities, and curriculum in order to maximize higher 

education’s benefit to society (Neave, 2000). In fact, the first official statement made by 

the AAUP in its 1915 Declaration of Principles describes that the university is a place to 

develop new ideas, even ones that may not be popular, in order to improve the 

“intellectual pool” of the world (Van Alstyne, 1993).  
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Other literature argues in favor of the importance of academic freedom by 

claiming that it is a basic academic value (Bok, 1982). Bok asserts that one who is denied 

this academic value cannot “participate fully in an intellectual exchange that helps to 

develop one’s values, to make one’s meaning of the world, to exercise those qualities of 

mind and imagination that are most distinctively human” (p. 18). He states that 

employment of faculty members whose ideas may seem imprudent or foolish is in fact 

what academic freedom is all about. According to Bok, some consider any suppression of 

faculty ideas and speech to be the greatest demonstration of autocratic power in higher 

education. Additionally, Neave (2000) states that academic freedom is vital to student 

education and development. The university is meant to groom students for future 

professions; academic freedom allows students to develop into rationale thinking adults 

able to make important decisions, even when circumstances are ambiguous. Karran 

(2006) supports this contention and explains that for educators to be able to foster 

students who are truly independent and critical thinkers, they need to be able to freely 

instruct and model this form of thinking. Finally, Karran describes that because our 

society is moving towards a knowledge economy, higher education needs to promote 

dynamic learning (i. e. creating new knowledge via innovative thinking) rather than 

maintenance learning (i. e. examining existing knowledge to contend with familiar 

issues). He argues that dynamic learning is “best encouraged within an academic 

environment that stresses and encourages critical debate of the status quo, with an 

atmosphere of wide freedom of expression;” academic freedom reinforces such an 

environment (p. 278).  
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Academic freedom and tenure 

 According to the literature, academic freedom has historically been protected 

through the granting of tenure (Rochford, 2003). Tierney and Lechuga (2005) report that 

about 95% of higher education institutions in the U. S. now offer tenure to some portion 

of their faculty. Tenure reinforces the principles of academic freedom as it is meant to 

protect a faculty member from termination without just cause (Van Alystne, 1993). It 

oftentimes means greater financial stability and freedom, even in the case that such 

freedom is put to bad use (Van Alystne, 1993). A common belief is that if professors 

have tenure, they will not be distracted with working to keep their jobs and can instead 

focus their attention on the search for truth (Tierney & Lechuga, 2005). While scholars 

adhering to certain epistemological assumptions question the notion of “truth” in and of 

itself (i. e. “truth” may be socially constructed, there may be multiple “truths,” “truth” 

can never really be known, etc.), tenure and its relationship with academic freedom 

oftentimes remain framed in this way. Birtwistle (2004) is careful to specify that tenure is 

not a prerequisite to academic freedom, nor does it guarantee it. Yet he contends that 

once a professor has earned tenure, it is then the duty of that professor to become an 

advocate and protector of academic freedom. Also, the 1940 Statement further supports 

the existence of tenure and academic freedom by claiming that both draw people of talent 

who greatly contribute to the success of a university (“Policy Documents & Reports,” 

1984).  

In recent times, the sustainability of tenure has become a great concern to many 

faculty members, especially since some countries and even some U. S. institutions have 

chosen to do away with it altogether (Birtwistle, 2004; Nash, 2007). In fact, Tierney 
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(1998) contended in the late 1990s that, “at no other time throughout this century has 

tenure been as much under attack” (p. 627). There is currently much debate within U. S. 

higher education as to whether faculty are overly preoccupied with the quest for tenure 

and are, therefore, letting their other responsibilities fall to the wayside (Kimble, 2011; 

Schaefer Riley, 2011). Others argue, however, that decreased numbers of tenured faculty 

bring decreased quality in education when limited-term and adjunct faculty are unable to 

fully engage and embed in institutional life (Breneman, 2002). Some claim that the 

growing privatization of U. S. institutions rather than an unjustified faculty preoccupation 

with tenure has contributed to this phenomenon of decreased quality. For example, 

external interference brought by privatization can strain tenure (and subsequently 

academic freedom) by dictating where and in what ways tenured faculty need to focus 

their efforts, especially when shrinking state funding puts a greater onus on tenured 

faculty to bring in more money via research and grant funding. They are afforded less 

time, therefore, to engage in teaching and service (Altbach, et al., 1999; Bromell, 2002). 

Because tenure is traditionally thought to be the mechanism that protects academic 

freedom, privatization threatens them both.  

Faculty of color in the U. S.  

 Race and ethnicity defined 

 In order to bring clarity to this discussion of faculty of color, it is important to 

first define the concepts of race and ethnicity and, thus, what I mean by faculty of color. 

According to Omi and Winant (2000), race is “a concept which signifies and symbolizes 

social conflicts and interests by referring to different types of human bodies,” rather than 

a fixed, biological classification (p. 123). Racial categories, therefore, are created, 
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changed, and abolished. Taylor (2004) describes that racial classification proceeds from 

our natural tendency to recognize that humans can be grouped into categories based on 

diverse cultural and physiological characteristics. But because these categories are not 

biologically fixed, to this day there is debate about what constitutes “race.” Glasgow 

(2003) writes that some contend there are three major races: African, Asian, and 

Caucasian. Others, however, commonly consider Latino and American Indian racial 

categories in addition to these three major ones.  

Ethnicity, on the other hand, refers to groups of people that share common 

cultural characteristics such as language, religion, values, etc. Leistyna (2006) frames it 

as a “sociopolitical construct” (p. 272). While ethnicity and race are two different things, 

Leistyna describes that they are undoubtedly related and oftentimes conflated. To 

emphasize the extent to which he believes they are related, he created the word 

“racenicity.” He describes that “racenicity” occurs in relation to “whiteness” as a marker 

of identity in the U. S. Whiteness creates a hierarchy in which groups of people who do 

not fit this category become “racial others,” “ethnics,” and “outsiders” (p. 272). 

Historically, those who embody “whiteness” have driven the dominant culture in the U. 

S. while those who are “othered” encompass the non-dominant or underrepresented 

minority. As such, power becomes unequally distributed across racial and ethnic groups. 

Villalpando and Delgado Bernal (2002) utilize the term “faculty of color” to 

denote faculty members with the following racial and ethnic ancestry: African American, 

Chicana/Puerto Rican/Other Latino/a, American Indian, and Asian American. Faculty 

members of these ancestries have historically been and/or continue to be 

underrepresented in academia. Yet Villalpando and Delgado Bernal recognize that Asian 
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American faculty are not necessarily underrepresented in recent years. In fact, Asian 

American faculty are now oftentimes overrepresented in relation to their actual 

population numbers (see Table 1) and the authors describe that Asian Americans “are 

more likely to hold a PhD, publish more, and earn higher salaries” (p. 246). However, 

Villalpando and Delgado Bernal state that data on Asian American faculty can be 

problematic because it does not always distinguish between ethnic groups, generation, 

nationality, etc., which is a shortcoming that can also apply to data on other faculty of 

color groups. Additionally, the authors contend that adequate representation of Asian 

American faculty does not necessarily mean adequate representation across disciplines or 

at higher academic levels. Nonetheless, the gains Asian American faculty have made in 

higher education could mean that their experiences are different from faculty of color 

who truly are underrepresented in higher education (i. e. African American/Black, 

Chicana/Puerto Rican/Other Latino/a, and American Indian). Taking these nuances into 

consideration, I rely on Villalpando and Delgado Bernal’s definition of “faculty of color” 

in this research.  

History of faculty of color 

The U. S. system of higher education was born with the opening of Harvard in 

1636 (Valverde & Castenell, 1998). From the onset, however, according to Valverde and 

Castenell, attendance at Harvard and other institutions that would open shortly thereafter 

was reserved for the socially and economically privileged. Because there were so few 

students of color earning postsecondary degrees from U. S. institutions, the number of 

faculty of color available to serve in those institutions was severely limited.  
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According to Thompson and Loque (2005), African Americans, people of Jewish 

descent and people of many other racial groups were barred from attending mainstream 

institutions. In the 1800s, a few northern institutions implemented a quota system to 

allow a relatively small number of students of color to attend, but those students faced a 

daily onslaught of systemic racism and prejudice (Valverde & Castenell, 1998). For 

instance, Valverde and Castenell describe that until the latter half of the 20th century 

students of color who attended predominantly White institutions (PWIs) were required to 

live in substandard dormitory facilities, were not allowed to enroll in a number of 

courses, and had to endure countless indignities on a day-to-day basis. W. E. B. DuBois, 

the first African American to graduate from Harvard with a Ph. D., discussed the 

hardships and unease he suffered while earning his degree, including when a White 

student openly refused to sit by DuBois in class (Thompson & Loque, 2005). 

Historically, students of color faced many obstacles in even earning a degree, let alone 

someday becoming a faculty member.  

 While there existed a small number of faculty of color from many different racial 

and ethnic backgrounds over the years, much of the literature only highlights African 

American faculty members. In the 1850s, African American Charles L. Reason held a 

faculty position at New York Central College; African American Father Patrick Healy 

was appointed president of Georgetown University in 1873; and W. E. B. DuBois taught 

at the University of Pennsylvania in the late 1890s (Washington & Harvey, 1989). 

According to Washington and Harvey, however, 80% of the growing pool of qualified 

African American faculty in 1936 taught at historically black colleges and universities 

(HBCUs). In 1941, only two faculty of color held tenured positions at PWIs and by 1950, 
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only 7% of PWIs employed African Americans. More often than not, those who were 

employed at PWIs held appointments only as visiting professors (p. 7). The authors state 

that it was not until the late 1960s that U. S. institutions felt pressure to hire more faculty 

of color. 

 In 1964, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act, which disallowed racial 

discrimination in public accommodations. The Act followed the landmark 1954 Supreme 

Court decision Brown v. Board of Education that rejected the “separate but equal” claim 

and called for the desegregation of public schools (García, 1997).  Subsequently, in 1972, 

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act was amended to eliminate an exemption previously 

afforded higher education. Herrnstadt Shulman (1975) writes that according to Congress, 

the Title VII amendment was necessary because,  

It is difficult to imagine a more sensitive area than educational institutions, where 
the youth of the nation are exposed to a multitude of ideas and impressions that 
will strongly influence their future development. To permit discrimination here 
would, more than in any other area, tend to promote existing misconceptions and 
stereotyped categorizations which in turn would lead to future patterns of 
discrimination (p. 3).  
 

This era also brought about affirmative action policies that were developed to alleviate 

the historical oppression of certain groups (García, 1997). Particularly with the Supreme 

Court decision in the 1978 Regents of the University of California v. Bakke case, 

affirmative action was specifically demarcated as important in supporting diversity in 

higher education.  

 Largely due to affirmative action policies, U. S. institutions began to feel pressure 

to hire more faculty of color in the 1960s. Prior to that time, Herrnstadt Shulman (1975) 

contends, faculty members typically sought out recommendations from colleagues when 

looking to fill a faculty opening under the “old boy” method. This common search 



 29 

procedure resulted in women and people of color being systematically disregarded when 

White male faculty members continued to fill their ranks with colleagues similar to 

themselves. Herrnstadt Shulman explains that with affirmative action, higher education 

institutions now had to meet affirmative action goals or demonstrate that they had made 

good faith efforts to do so.  

 While students of color in higher education have continued to increase in number 

since the Civil Rights era, this growth has not been paralleled in the professoriate. In 

terms of students, the U. S. National Center for Education Statistics (Table 300) 

highlights that about 12% of bachelors degrees conferred in 1977 went to students of 

color. In 1990, that percentage had increased to about 16% and then to about 30% in 

2009. Conversely, Antonio (2002) reported that in 1983, faculty of color represented only 

9% of full-time faculty in the U. S. By 1993, that percentage had only grown to 12% (p. 

582). In 2008 the percentage reached 19% (U.S. National Center for Education Statistics, 

2010). While the reasons for this slow growth rate remain only speculation, Antonio 

listed some possible explanations: a small pool of minority PhDs, disproportionate tenure 

rates, systemic racism, poor mentoring, an isolating work environment, and a devaluing 

of scholarly work produced by faculty of color (p. 583). Or, these numbers could simply 

reflect the natural period of time it takes increasing numbers of students of color to 

progress through their education to the point of earning a PhD and becoming a faculty 

member. Nonetheless, it is important to further explore the current level of representation 

of faculty of color to establish whether significant gains have been made in diversifying 

the professoriate almost 50 years after the Civil Rights era. If significant gains have not 

been made, faculty of color could continue to remain a marginalized minority with 
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marginalized influence in higher education. 

The current representation of faculty of color in the U. S.  

 While the majority of literature on current minority representation in higher 

education focuses on students, some of the literature analyzes the presence of faculty of 

color. Weinberg (2008) reports that the percentage of faculty of color in the U. S. had 

reached 14.9% by 1998 (p. 368). Thompson and Louque (2005) and Antonio (2008) 

report that the percentage remained relatively unchanged at 12-15% in 2001 and 2002 (p. 

17; p. 586). Again, as of 2008, the U. S. Department of Education reports that faculty of 

color had increased to 19%; .5% were listed as American Indian/Alaskan Native, 5.7% 

were Asian/Pacific Islander, 6.4% were African American, and 6.4% were Hispanic/Non-

Hispanic Latino (U.S. National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). While these 

numbers suggest some improvement, one must consider that in 2008, 28% of all U. S. 

undergraduates were students of color (Umbach, 2006, p. 319; U. S. National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2011). Also, these data include all U. S. degree granting institutions. 

Greater numbers of faculty of color tend to be employed at HBCUs and other institutions 

where a large percentage of the student body is comprised of students of color. In a study 

done by Villalpando and Delgado Bernal (2002), the authors found that there were far 

fewer faculty of color at private four-year and selective institutions than at less 

prestigious institutions. Therefore, the majority of the African American faculty included 

in these percentages may have held positions at HBCUs and community colleges 

(Altbach et. al, 1999).  

 The disproportionately low representation of faculty of color is not surprising when 

one considers degrees earned. Weinberg (2008) reports that the number of PhDs granted 
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each year highlights the disparities in proportion to actual population numbers. The 

following table depicts PhD attainment and faculty percentages, as compared to the total 

population, for the years 2009-2010: 

 

TABLE 1 
Total U. S. Population, Doctoral Degree Attainment, and Faculty: Percentage 
Distribution by Race/Ethnicity, 2009-2010 
 

     Total U. S.   PhDs   Faculty 
     Population 
 
 
American Indian   0.7   0.6   0.5 
Asian/Pacific Islander   4.8   10.4   8.2  
Black     12.2   6.5   5.4 
Hispanic    16.3   5.1   3.8 
Unknown/Non-resident alien  2.3   11.4   6.4 
White     63.7   66   75.7 
    
 
SOURCE: Total Population - U. S. Census Bureau (2010) 
SOURCE: PhDs - U. S. National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education 
Statistics, annual (2011), Table 307 
SOURCE: Faculty – U. S. National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education 
statistics, annual (2011), Winter 2009-2010, Table 264. 
 

As Table 1 illustrates, Whites comprised 63.7% of the total U. S. population in 2010. The 

percentage of PhDs they earned is only slightly more at 66%. Yet they comprised a 

disproportionately higher percentage of the professoriate at 75.7%. Conversely, Black, 

Hispanic, and American Indian faculty were significantly underrepresented in the PhD 

and faculty pool with percentages much lower than their representation in the total U. S. 

population. Additionally, the category of Unknown/Non-resident alien included other 

racial/ethnic groups that were not shown separately and racial/ethnic data that was not 
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collected. A disproportionate percentage of PhD holders versus faculty could also be 

present in those statistics. Thus, while the overall percentages may differ slightly across 

various studies, the data support the assertion that Black, Hispanic, and American Indian 

faculty continue to be disproportionately underrepresented in academia. 

 A deeper breakdown of demographic data regarding faculty of color can also be 

found in the literature. Antonio (2002) revealed that based on data from the U. S. 

National Center for Education Statistics in the early 2000s, faculty of color tended to be 

younger than White faculty; 28% were younger than 40 years of age in comparison to 

20% of White faculty (p. 586). Additionally, 32% of White faculty were listed as full 

professors while only 22% of faculty of color held that rank and 22% of White faculty 

were non tenure-track versus 26% of faculty of color (p. 586). Antonio wrote that while 

White faculty and faculty of color appeared to be proportionately spread across 

institutional type, a deeper analysis revealed otherwise. He stated, for example, that Asian 

American faculty were more likely to hold positions at universities while African 

American, Latino, and American Indian faculty were more often employed in community 

college settings. In reference to faculty salaries, data from the 2004 U. S. National Study 

of Postsecondary Faculty highlighted that White faculty members earned a median basic 

institutional salary of $37,500. Asian/Pacific Islander faculty earned a drastically higher 

amount at $53,000, which could be a function of their overrepresentation in university 

settings. Comparatively, African American and Hispanic/Latino faculty members earned 

$ 36,000 and American Indian faculty members earned $27,000 (U. S. National Center 

for Education Statistics). There is still much to be researched in the area of current faculty 

demographics, but overall these studies lay the groundwork for showing that certain 
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groups of faculty of color remain underrepresented in higher education. This 

underrepresentation is problematic due to the fact that there are many benefits to having a 

diverse faculty body on campus, which will be addressed in the following section.  

Benefits of faculty diversity 

 The benefits of diversity in higher education, particularly racial and ethnic 

diversity, have been thoroughly explored in the literature and have since been deemed 

advantageous for success in today’s global society (Antonio, 2001; Astin, 1993; Bowen 

& Bok, 1998; Gurin, et al., 2004; Hurtado, et al., 1994; Nelson-Laird, 2005; Pike, et al., 

2007; Smith, 2009). Lee Bollinger (2007), president of Columbia University, asserts that 

higher education institutions need to foster graduates who can synthesize and link a 

variety of diverse fields in order to compete both domestically and internationally. In his 

view, it is impossible to be competitive “without already knowing how to imagine, 

understand, and collaborate with a diverse and fluid set of colleagues, partners, customers 

and government leaders” (p. 27). George Pike, Gary Kuh, and Robert Gonyea (2007) 

believe that higher education needs to prepare students to operate in a multicultural world 

and that institutions can do so via human diversity. The Supreme Court twice supported 

human diversity in higher education during the 1978 University of California Regents v. 

Bakke case and the 2003 Gratz v. Bollinger and Grutter v. Bollinger cases. While human 

diversity can take many forms, Professor Emeritus Patricia Gurin at the University of 

Michigan contends that race and ethnicity stand out amongst other social identity 

categories because they are specifically mentioned in the Fourteenth Amendment (Green, 

2004). In Grutter (2003), Justice Sandra Day O’Connor affirmed evidence of the benefits 

of diversity facilitated by race-conscious admissions policies, including greater 
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understanding of diverse people and perspectives and better learning outcomes (i. e. 

leadership abilities, critical thinking skills, etc.). Additionally, O’Connor wrote that racial 

diversity fosters better preparation in students for a diverse workplace and for 

employment in general. 

The majority of studies investigate the benefits of having a diverse student body 

rather than a diverse faculty body. For instance, to examine how student outcomes are 

affected by one’s environment, Astin (1993) conducted a study in which he utilized data 

derived from 25,000 undergraduates surveyed over a four-year period at 217 colleges and 

universities nationwide. He found that students who experienced regular interracial 

interactions were more culturally aware, more dedicated to racial understanding, and 

more dedicated to improving the environment. Results also showed that socializing with 

people from other racial/ethnic groups and being dedicated to racial understanding were 

correlated with positive gains in leadership ability for students. In another study, Nelson-

Laird (2005) built on Gurin et al.’s (2002) conceptual framework by hypothesizing that 

informal interactions and classroom diversity were both independently important in 

fostering the educational outcomes of democratic citizenship and intellectual 

engagement. Yet Nelson-Laird also contended that informal interactions and classroom 

diversity were in fact related. His study of 289 undergraduates at the University of 

Michigan found that students who experienced peer diversity in college, particularly via 

enrollment in a diversity course and via positive encounters with diverse others, were 

more likely to view themselves as critical thinkers, to actively participate in society, and 

to exhibit confidence in their own academic abilities. Results from a longitudinal study 

by Hurtado et al. (2004) found that interracial interactions could lead to greater 
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involvement on campus, which in turn might positively affect leadership abilities. In their 

research, the authors monitored the frequency of interracial interactions undergraduates 

experienced through either studying, eating, or living with someone from a different 

racial background. And Gurin et al. (2004) hypothesized that diverse interactions on 

campus stimulate greater motivation in students to participate in society. By examining 

students in both an experimental and control group, as well as in a longitudinal study at 

the University of Michigan, they learned that diverse interactions strengthened students’ 

democratic citizenship. Students were better able to take the perspective of others, value 

others’ contributions to society, and experience a sense of camaraderie with others. Thus, 

the benefits of diversity for students in higher education have been well-documented.  

In terms of faculty, however, a robust examination of what role faculty of color 

specifically play in contributing to the benefits students reap via interracial interaction is 

lacking. Some scholars emphasize the importance of having faculty of color on campus 

(Eckes, 2005; Hendrix, 2006; Saavedra & Saavedra, 2007; Thompson & Loque, 2005), 

yet often they do not support their comments with empirical evidence. Thompson and 

Louque (2005) state,  

The presence of Black faculty and other faculty of color is crucial to higher 
education. The presence of Black faculty sends a message to Black students that 
they are wanted on campus and that there are prospective mentors and role 
models for them there. For other students, this presence is a powerful negator of 
the stereotype that Blacks are intellectually inferior (p. 20). 

 
Additionally, Saavedra and Saavedra (2007) write that professors of color who share a 

common ethnic background with their students are better able to build relationships with 

them. They contend that students of color should be able to see and interact with 

professors who share their racial background just as easily as White students are able to. 
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Therefore, the literature often discusses the importance of role models and the fact that 

students should be able to see someone who looks like them teaching their class (Eckes, 

2005; Hendrix, 2007). On the legal side, Eckes (2005) argues that a diverse faculty body 

can also facilitate the benefits of diversity that were affirmed in the Grutter and Gratz 

cases. In fact, Justice Stevens specifically stated that an all-White faculty body is unable 

to provide benefits to students in the same way that an integrated faculty body can 

(Eckes, 2005). Finally, Hendrix (2007) describes that diverse faculty viewpoints bring 

understanding and truth through the consideration of multiple forms of knowledge and 

experience. Further inquiry is needed, though, to build evidence that support these types 

of statements. 

A few studies provide empirical evidence to show that faculty of color play an 

important role in fostering development for both White and nonwhite students, as well as 

contribute to a positive collegial environment. Antonio (2002) found that faculty of color 

were 30% more likely than White faculty to support the emotional development of their 

students and to appreciate the challenges faced by students outside the classroom (p. 

593). This percentage was determined based on faculty members’ self-reported 

commitment to the goals of preparing students for family, community, and professional 

life, fostering students’ development of character and values, fostering students’ 

emotional development, and supporting students’ out-of-classroom experiences (p. 593).  

Additionally, faculty of color were more likely to partner with students in civic 

engagement and thus promote social responsibility. Results from Umbach’s (2006) study 

that investigated the impact of faculty of color on undergraduate education showed that 

faculty of color were more likely to interact with their students, utilize active and 



 37 

collaborative learning strategies, and promote higher-order thinking activities with their 

students than were their White counterparts. In a study that looked at faculty of color job 

satisfaction, Jayakumar et al. (2009) highlighted that faculty of color were more likely to 

encourage diverse student interactions and find pleasure in doing so. Such activities were 

found to promote higher levels of student engagement and learning, as well as student 

development (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Pascarella & Terrenzini, 2005; Umbach & 

Wawrzynski, 2005). Additionally, Neville and Parker (2010) studied how students at a 

PWI described their experiences with African American faculty. By using descriptive 

phenomenology as their methodology, the authors interviewed students who had taken a 

course from an African American professor. In their research, students reported that they 

found African American faculty in particular to be “down to earth,” caring, and 

passionate; the students felt at ease with and respected by their professor. Subsequently, 

their interactions with these faculty members played a positive role in their reported 

classroom experiences and engagement, as well as fostered a “greater sense of global 

awareness, personal growth, and the development of a sense of altruism” (p. 27).  

Antonio (2002) discussed faculty of color in terms of their differing orientation to 

the professoriate through his study of over 21,000 faculty surveyed through the Higher 

Education Research Institute in 1995. He cited Tierney and Bensimon’s (1996) study of 

junior faculty that found faculty members overall did not view their teaching and service 

as appreciated by their institution and that research was often a halfhearted endeavor 

done just to maintain employment. Yet other findings indicated that faculty of color in 

particular remained committed to their primary responsibilities of teaching, service, and 

research. For instance, Antonio’s results underlined that faculty of color highly valued 
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teaching and they saw it as important in the overall development of students. Jayakumar 

et al. (2009) supported this assertion when they described that faculty of color were more 

likely than White faculty to take on greater responsibilities (e. g. time and workload) in 

the areas of teaching, service, and mentorship. Also, faculty of color were more likely to 

create environments that supported diversity, therefore facilitating the achievement of 

institutional goals related to diversity (Umbach, 2006). 

Antonio’s (2002) findings indicated that even when research was not necessarily 

supported by their institution, faculty of color had a greater passion for what he called a 

“scholarship of discovery…essentially the work of basic research, of pursuing knowledge 

freely and rigorously for its own sake” (p. 585). Jayakumar et al. (2009) described that 

faculty of color were, for instance, more likely to pursue research that focused on issues 

of racial and gender inequalities as well as social justice. Finally, with civic engagement, 

Antonio (2002) concluded that faculty of color were also more committed than White 

faculty to connecting their academic life with their social and community context. 

According to Antonio, faculty of color were 29% more likely to participate in community 

service activities. In fact, faculty of color were 75% more likely to join the professoriate 

in the first place because they correlated being a professor with affecting change in 

society (p. 593). As such, Antonio contended that faculty of color could be both a 

resource and an impetus for educational transformation that promoted a more holistic and 

socially responsive institution. While these studies provide some evidence as to the 

contributions made by faculty of color to the institution of higher education, much more 

research is needed to further explore and build upon these findings. In the next section, I 

explore some of the barriers that faculty of color encounter that can serve to hinder their 
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ability to fully embed and succeed in academia. 

Faculty of color experiences in academe 

I feel as though I dwell in the shadows. Others [White professors] lead the life 
that I thought I would have, seeming to move effortlessly through the academy. 
Terminal credentials, full professorship, and a publication record – it was 
supposed to be ‘all good.’ But it is all different for me. 

-Juanita’s journal entry, January 27, 2006 (Johnson-
Bailey & Cervero, 2008, p. 311) 
 

This quote from Juanita Johnson-Bailey, a black female professor at the 

University of Georgia, sets the stage for the divergent experiences of faculty of color that 

can be found in the literature. Johnson-Bailey entered the academy as an optimistic junior 

faculty member. Yet sadly, she came to realize that as a person of color she was forced to 

follow a path that was different from her White colleagues, a path that led to invisibility 

and disappointment. This journal entry suggested that her initial optimism about her life 

in the professoriate was gone. As explained previously, people of color in the U. S. have 

historically been prevented from earning college degrees. Those who did often faced 

insurmountable obstacles along the way resulting in few, if any, faculty of color in higher 

education. To this day the professoriate remains overwhelmingly White and male. Such a 

legacy of exclusion has led many faculty of color to report on their divergent experiences 

in and perceptions of the academy. This section explores these reports via faculty of color 

narratives present in the literature. Because faculty’s primary duties involve teaching, 

service, and research, this section is organized around these themes.  

Teaching 

Holmes (2008) describes that many faculty of color stress the importance of 

drawing attention to curriculum that has historically reflected bias against numerous 

social groups, particularly racial and ethnic groups. Thus, many faculty of color will put 
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forth great time and energy in the realm of teaching. Yet as a symptom of this 

commitment to teaching (and a commitment to service, which I discuss in the following 

section), faculty of color are oftentimes said to suffer in the tenure and promotion process 

when their research productivity is thought to be lacking (Baez, 2002; Baez, 2000; 

Holmes, 2008; Niemann, 1999). While some faculty of color purposefully elect to focus 

their efforts on the classroom, others do not feel as if they are given the choice. Several 

faculty of color report that they are teaching far more courses than their colleagues and 

that they are sometimes teaching courses that no one else in their department wants to 

teach (Niemann, 1999; Padilla & Chávez Chávez, 1995; Viernes Turner & Myers, 2000). 

In offering herself as a case study, Yolanda Flores Niemann (1999), a Latina faculty 

member, commented, “My teaching and advising load was unprecedented for recently 

hired junior members of the department…I taught four graduate seminars and three 

undergraduate seminars” (p. 121). Other junior faculty reportedly only taught one or two 

graduate seminars and no undergraduate ones. In another publication that explored the 

experiences of Latino faculty members in higher education, Dulce Cruz (1995) reported 

that when she first arrived at her institution, she was assigned to teach a composition 

course that was comprised of “foreign” students; “Although no one ever said it directly or 

explicitly (and even though I enjoyed the students tremendously), I soon realized that no 

one wanted to teach those sections. I heard through the grapevine that the courses were 

assigned to me because I was ‘foreign’” (p. 91). Cruz was a Dominican American who 

was raised in the U. S. and spoke English as her first language.  

Despite their extraordinary efforts in the realm of teaching, some faculty of color 

express that their teaching is often devalued. Dr. Grant, a pseudonym for one of 



 41 

Niemann’s (1999) colleagues, routinely made negative comments about her teaching to 

others in the department. During her third year review, which the department actually 

“forgot” to conduct in her third year, Neimann was asked, “What do you have to say 

about your poor teaching evaluations” (p. 126)? Niemann commented that she was 

shocked by this question since she only had two negative evaluations out of hundreds and 

overall her ratings were some of the highest in the department. Department colleagues 

also commented negatively on her teaching of the only race and ethnicity course in the 

department. In a qualitative study by Pittman (2010) that looked at race and gender 

oppression in the classroom, Carin, a black female professor, described that she believed 

her students entered her classroom, “expecting that, you know, ‘Oh, a black professor, 

I’m not going to learn that much and I’m not going to learn that much about anything 

that’s real’” (p. 190). According to Pittman, Carin was arguing that students assess the 

value of a course partly in relation to the faculty member’s race and/or gender rather than 

the teaching and/or the content. Carin’s experiences point to another phenomenon related 

to faculty of color in the classroom: challenges from students.  

Williams-June (2010) contend that most faculty of color can recall an instance 

when a student has openly challenged them, been exceedingly discourteous, or even 

caused them to fear physical violence. In a study that looked at teachers’ perceptions of 

their jobs, Liu and Meyer (2005) found that faculty of color experience greater 

dissatisfaction than do White faculty in all five job aspects measured (i. e. student 

discipline problems, school climate, professional support, compensation, and work 

conditions). In particular, though, the greatest difference between faculty of color and 

White faculty emerges in relation to student discipline problems. Faculty of color 
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experience far greater conflict with students than do White faculty, and U. S. students in 

particular will more frequently challenge the credibility of African American professors. 

Williams-June (2010) found that women were often challenged as well. For instance, one 

student stooped so low as to ask Professor Juanita Johnson-Bailey, “Who did you f--- to 

get there in nine years?” (Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2008, p. 316). Studies also revealed 

that when rated by students, women consistently received lower teaching scores than did 

male professors (Hendrix, 2007). While the causes of these occurrences may not be clear, 

Johnson-Bailey and Cervero (2008) attributed them to students’ inability to accept the 

“Other” as a professor, which emerges in the following narratives.  

  Professors Ahlam Muhtaseb (2007) and Dena Hassouneh (2006) self-identified as 

Palestinian-American Muslim women, identities often thought to be affected by “new 

racism” (May & Sleeter, 2010, p. 8). Muhtaseb commented, “From the moment I enter 

the classroom and students discover that I am the professor, I start the extra-hard work I 

need to do to survive in a highly diverse teaching environment that ironically is rooted in 

a conservative White culture” (p. 27). Hassouneh echoed this statement when she 

explained how she must justify her status as professor to her students each and every year 

because her appearance differed from theirs. These two professors also discussed the 

specific challenges they faced in teaching race-related subjects. Muhtaseb stated that her 

students were resistant to her teachings about race since they were suspicious of her 

ability to be objective. Several of her student evaluations indicated that students were 

surprised to discover that she did not just talk about her own race in the course as they 

had expected, but that she was capable of providing a balanced perspective. Hassouneh 

described that students had actually given her racist feedback on her course evaluations 
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when she had taught about race (e.g. calling her a “sand nigger”), thus attempting to 

discredit her teaching and her reputation. She believed those evaluations were a result of 

her students’ opposition to both anti-racist subject matter and traditional classroom racial 

hierarchies.  

 Another female faculty member of color discussed the toll students’ disrespect had 

taken on her physical and mental health (Thompson & Loque, 2005). This faculty 

member described that when a student asked her how she became a professor on the first 

day of class, she answered assuming that the student wanted to know how one became a 

professor in general. The student clarified, “No, I just wanted to know how you got here” 

(p. 25).  As the semester progressed, students blatantly told this professor that they did 

not care about her class, they arrived late, and they ignored her when she was teaching. 

She eventually began to experience regular stomachaches and symptoms of depression, 

which she attributed to her negative interactions with these students. 

  One of the most telling of these narratives is that of Juanita Johnson-Bailey and her 

colleague, Ronald Cervero (2008). In their article, “Different worlds and divergent paths: 

Academic careers defined by race and gender,” Johnson-Bailey and Cervero offered a 

parallel analysis of their lives in the academy, as differentiated by race and gender. 

Particularly of interest in this article is Johnson-Bailey’s description of how students 

challenged her positional power, which Cervero did not experience as a White male. For 

instance, Johnson-Bailey recounted an incident where a student told her that she would 

not accept a B grade from a Black professor. Students had never commented on 

Cervero’s race. Johnson-Bailey also recalled a time when one of her students submitted a 

homework assignment with a copyright symbol on the top right corner that she claimed to 



 44 

have included to prevent Johnson-Bailey from stealing her ideas. Cervero described that 

he had never experienced a similar situation and, in fact, explained that students routinely 

solicited him to collaborate for publication. Finally, Johnson-Bailey described how one of 

her students reported her to the Vice President of Academic Affairs for having “an 

intimidating presence” in the classroom (p. 323). Conversely, an administrator had never 

contacted Cervero regarding a student incident of that nature, either because he was given 

the benefit of the doubt in such situations or because no student had ever filed such a 

complaint. According to Johnson-Bailey, a Black female professor’s positional power is 

weakened by students who are able to galvanize a system already interested in 

safeguarding its members.  

 In summation, these narratives reveal that faculty of color can have divergent 

experiences in the realm of teaching. They report feeling devalued by students and 

colleagues, many of whom are White, and their teaching is often challenged or rated 

negatively. However, potential implications to their academic freedom in relation to their 

teaching are absent from these narratives. Again, academic freedom allows faculty 

members to push back against colleagues and administrators without having to fear losing 

their jobs and it allows them to question established wisdom and offer new ideas (Neave, 

2000). When faculty of color are expected or compelled to teach a greater number of 

courses, and courses that might be assigned to them based on their embodiment of actual 

or believed social identities, their academic freedom is potentially infringed upon when 

they do not feel as if they can decline these assignments without consequence. Also, there 

may be repercussions for academic freedom when faculty of color are criticized and 

possibly penalized by colleagues for their course content and assumed teaching abilities 
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(or supposed lack thereof). Finally, there could be consequences for academic freedom 

when students challenge faculty of color’s classroom teachings or report them to 

administrators. Especially when an administrator acts upon such complaints (which may 

or may not be warranted), faculty of color may feel that their academic freedom is 

potentially being jeopardized. Therefore, I question how faculty of color describe their 

experiences with teaching and academic freedom. The following section will discuss the 

service experiences of faculty of color.  

Service 

The service component of faculty’s responsibilities, which can be both internal 

and external, is described as anything within the scope of their academic appointment that 

is not teaching or research (Baez, 2000). For example, service can take the form of 

committee work, advising, faculty mentorship, or community activities. While service 

does not usually carry as much weight in the tenure and promotion process as teaching 

and research, it still remains part of a faculty appointment and it is often necessary for 

institutional operations (Baez, 2000). Balancing these three aspects of academic life is a 

challenge for many faculty members, but faculty of color are described as especially 

susceptible to factors that affect this balance because of their intense commitment to 

teaching and service (Baez, 2000; Baez, 2002; Holmes, 2008; Niemann, 1999). The 

literature consistently names service as a barrier to tenure and promotion for faculty of 

color as they are oftentimes punished for engaging in too much of it (Baez, 2000; Baez, 

2002; Coleman, 2005; Niemann, 1999; Padilla & Chávez Chávez, 1995; Thompson & 

Loque, 2005). Baez (2000) describes that institutions present faculty of color with more 

opportunities to engage in service than White faculty because of their high visibility, their 
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supposed embodiment of diverse perspectives, and an institutional desire that they serve 

as mentors and role models to students of color. He discusses the ethical implications of 

this scenario when he comments that the Supreme Court even sidestepped the question of 

whether or not institutions should continue to benefit from the service carried out by 

faculty of color while at the same time punishing them for it via the denial of tenure in 

Carpenter v. Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System (1984). In this case, 

Dr. Joseph Carpenter was denied tenure and subsequently fired after his Dean negatively 

evaluated his research and scholarship for tenure. Dr. Carpenter was appointed to the 

newly created department of Afro-American Studies and thus engaged in a significant 

amount of service work necessary to support a new program. Regardless of these 

extraordinary service responsibilities, his request to defer his tenure application for a year 

until he had opportunity to strengthen his research portfolio was denied. The court 

subsequently ruled against Dr. Carpenter. Despite the fact that faculty of color may view 

service as a form of agency that results in considerable individual and social gains, the 

excessive service demands can lead to cultural taxation and can affect their opportunity 

for promotion and tenure by decreasing the time they have to engage in research (Baez, 

2000; Baez, 2002; Tierney & Bensimon, 1996). Additionally, their position as a minority 

representative on campus committees can serve to result in their marginalization and, 

subsequently, prevent them from having a voice in mainstream decision-making 

(Holmes, 2008). Several narratives can be found in the literature that further shed light on 

faculty of color and their extraordinary service obligations. 

 Niemann (1999) analyzed her own experiences via case study to highlight the 

presence of stereotype threat, tokenism, stigma, and racism she encountered in academia. 
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In her analysis of her experiences, she described that her advising load was 

unprecedented in her department. Eight graduate advisees were assigned to her and two 

of the students were considered “problem” cases who other faculty had refused to advise. 

This advising load differed significantly from the faculty member she replaced, who only 

had one graduate advisee after three years in her position. In another instance, 

Constantine et al. (2008) sought to analyze racial microagressions against Black faculty, 

which they defined as “subtle” expressions of modern day racism. Through the 

interviews they conducted, they found seven primary microaggression themes, including 

“alternating feelings of invisibility and hypervisibility, receiving inadequate mentoring, 

and difficulties determining whether discrimination was race or gender based” (p. 348). 

In one of their interviews, a Black male faculty member commented on the frustration he 

felt when administrators habitually sought him out to serve as an advisor to Black student 

organizations. Because he was Black, he was thought to be the authority on “diversity” at 

his institution, which resulted in him being asked to get involved with the majority of 

“diversity” issues on campus. As such, he oftentimes felt overworked and not adequately 

compensated or valued in comparison with his White faculty colleagues. Constantine et 

al. contended that this faculty member’s experience constituted a form of service-related 

racial microagression. A female Black faculty member summed up her similar 

experiences by stating, “Nowhere does it state that I was supposed to be the healer of 

black people on campus” (Viernes Turner, 2000, p. 95). 

 In another qualitative study that sought to re-frame the discourse of service as a 

“structural” problem in the tenure process, Baez (2000) found service to be an obstacle to 

tenure and promotion for faculty of color, but also a mechanism “for a critical agency that 
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resists and redefines academic structures that hinder faculty success” (p. 363). In relation 

to service as an obstacle, though, Baez reported that 14 out of 16 faculty members in his 

study commented on the unique service-related hardships they faced at their institutions. 

For instance, a Latino faculty member in an anthropology department described a 

relatively elucidatory example of the unique racial or ethnic service obligations to which 

he was expected to adhere: 

We appointed a new department chair before my third-year evaluation. In 
anthropology there is no committee for this review. And [the chair] gave me my 
review, and it said that I had worked on this thing, and I was working on a book 
manuscript, and the teaching is good. And it said that I had ‘not been involved in 
the faculty-staff minority association.’ And I looked at that, and I thought, hell, 
what is this? And I said ‘this is racist. What you’re doing is you’re saying here 
that because of my skin color I’m supposed be involved in some voluntary 
organization?’ And I swear I didn’t make this up – I actually said this. I said, “if I 
were Irish – because remember this is in March – if I were Irish, would you put 
down that I didn’t march in the St. Patrick’s Day Parade?” She got really 
flustered. So she changed it around. And it later said, ‘as a minority faculty, Peter 
should be careful not to become too involved in organizations.’…On that piece of 
paper, she’s saying ‘I’ve seen you as a person of color, and I’m treating you 
differently.’ So, essentially, the message was the same as a derogatory name, it 
just wasn’t as threatening (p. 377-378). 
 

In another narrative, María Torres-Guzmán (1995), a Latina faculty member, discussed 

her experiences related to service. She echoed the comments of the Latino faculty 

member in Baez’s (2000) study when she described that there was an implicit expectation 

at her institution that she be involved in all forms of minority-related service or 

organizations on campus. Nevertheless, she commented that she felt it was necessary to 

do this work and connect with nonminority faculty; otherwise they would never learn 

how to do it themselves. Niemann (1999), too, explained that she felt compelled to do 

minority-related service work because she did not believe anyone else in her department 

would. 
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 While the faculty narratives discussed above expressed frustration when it was 

assumed that faculty of color would automatically engage in racial or ethnic service 

specifically (and maybe even offense, as was the case with the Latino anthropology 

professor cited by Baez, (2000)), other faculty of color did so willingly and saw their 

participation as a way to manage isolating and marginalizing environments (Baez, 2000). 

Additionally, faculty of color described such work as important to the advancement of 

historically oppressed groups. For instance, Baez included some of the following 

comments from faculty of color participants in his study to highlight the critical sense of 

agency they acquired via service: “If you have any social consciousness, and any 

identification with your respective racial/ethnic group, you are going to want to help in 

some way through your discipline or otherwise;” “[race-related service is a] great cultural 

outlet and spiritual support;” “I want to know if I’m crazy, because that’s how I’m made 

to feel. I need these other voices;” and, “The reason [I engage in race-related service] is 

because I would like to see some kind of mutual support group for Latinos, which we 

don’t have now” (p. 377-379). While these are all important reasons to engage in service, 

such activities still take time and energy away from additional activities that might 

facilitate the career advancement of faculty of color. 

 As faculty of color describe in the previous narratives, they feel as if they are often 

compelled to engage in a greater number of service-related activities than their White 

colleagues, many of which involve racial or ethnic issues or groups. These excessive 

service demands can have serious consequences for faculty of color during the tenure and 

promotion process if they have less opportunity for research productivity. Again, though, 

the literature does not discuss the service-related implications for the academic freedom 
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of faculty of color. While academic freedom is most often connected to teaching and 

research, it is likely to have implications for service as well, especially in relation to 

whether or not faculty of color truly have the freedom to decline certain service-related 

requests without consequence. If faculty of color choose to engage in service that is not 

racially or ethnically related, would academic freedom offer them any protection when 

their institution pressures them to do racial and ethnic work? Conversely, if faculty of 

color engage in too much racial or ethnic service, can their academic freedom be 

infringed upon when they are negatively evaluated by colleagues who do not agree with 

this choice? In this study, I investigate how faculty of color perceive their academic 

freedom in relation to service.  

Research  

Martha Montero Sieburth (1997), a Latina faculty member, describes, “The very 

act of publishing is a matter of knowing how to access mainstream thinking and 

audiences. It requires presenting research findings and discussion in expected, specific 

ways” (p. 140). For faculty of color, these conditions for publishing may be problematic. 

In a survey of 40 Black criminal justice faculty, 71% reported that they did not feel they 

were treated fairly by editors who reviewed their submissions for publication and 80% 

negatively rated the mainstream publishing process (Ross & Edwards, 1998, p. 36). The 

authors did not conduct follow-up interviews, however, to ascertain the reasons for these 

responses, so future research in this area is needed. While reviews for publication are 

traditionally done anonymously, Coleman (2005) claims that Black scholars might 

inadvertently expose their social identity when they cite Black journals or other Black 

scholars in their work. As such, Coleman found that 1) Black authors are less likely to 
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publish in top-ranked journals, 2) they are more likely to report discrimination in the 

process, 3) they are cited only half as often as White authors, and 4) there is a growing 

tendency for journals to only publish articles that highlight results of studies that show 

deficiencies in racial groups (p. 772). Coleman calls this phenomenon “elite racism” 

since many faculty of color reportedly experienced difficulty in either gaining access to 

or having their scholarship deemed appropriate for mainstream journals, which is often 

the most heavily weighted requirement for promotion and tenure (p. 764). Adalberto 

Aguirre Jr. (1995) discussed an instance where an editor wrote back to him saying that he 

would not publish his article on Chicanos because the topic was not promising or relevant 

to his field; another article on Chicanos written by White scholars was published in the 

very next edition of the journal. This phenomenon was succinctly stated by another 

faculty member who was American Indian: “Indians get censored even before we get in 

print” (Viernes Turner & Myers, 2000, p. 94).  

 There are several narratives that explore the intersection of faculty of color and 

research at their own institutions. As alluded to previously, faculty of color are often 

burdened with a disproportionately high level of teaching and service obligations, thus 

limiting the time they have for research and scholarship (Baez, 2000; Baez, 2002; 

Coleman, 2005; Constantine, et al., 2008; Niemann, 1999; Padilla & Chávez Chávez, 

1995; Thompson & Loque, 2005; Viernes Turner & Myers, 2000). Yet when they do 

engage in research and scholarship, the literature reveals that it is frequently devalued and 

considered to be “less than,” especially when the issues or people researched are racially 

or ethnically related (Baez, 2003; Baez, 2002; Coleman, 2005; Holmes, 2008; Neumann 

& Peterson, 1997; Niemann, 1999; Padilla & Chávez Chávez, 1995; Patton, 2004; 
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Viernes Turner & Myers, 2000). This devaluation can occur externally during the 

publication process, as well as within one’s institution.  

 In returning to Johnson-Bailey and Cervero’s article (2008), Johnson-Bailey 

reported that when she had disagreed with faculty colleagues, they several times 

explained the concept to her assuming that she just simply did not understand. When 

Johnson-Bailey confronted a White junior colleague after he engaged in this behavior 

towards her, he claimed that he presumed she did not understand the theoretical aspect of 

the conversation since her writing was so “accessible” (p. 322). Johnson-Bailey described 

that these actions from colleagues stemmed from the belief that people of color who 

researched issues of diversity were not engaging in quality scholarship. They were, 

instead, token people of color slated to fill diversity spots on the faculty. She asserted, 

however, that White faculty who engaged in such research were seen as heroes engaging 

in a noble quest for social justice. Coleman (2005) supports this assertion and explains 

that while White scholars potentially feel they can be objective in researching both 

Whites as well as other racial groups, some feel that scholars of color cannot be similarly 

objective when researching their own racial groups. 

 Johnson-Bailey’s (2008) contention that faculty of color who conduct racial or 

ethnic research are not engaging in quality scholarship is well represented in the 

literature. According to both Baez (2003) and Niemann (1999), faculty of color who 

pursued “brown-on-brown” research were deemed competent only in those areas and 

were pigeonholed accordingly. Niemann’s research was frequently described as “ethnic 

stuff” and not “real” science (p. 127).  She was advised to distance herself from racial or 

ethnic research to better her case for tenure (1999). Additionally, in a “casual hallway 
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conversation,” a White male colleague told Tracey Owens Patton (2004), a Black female 

faculty member, that in relation to her research,  

Nobody cares about race, racism. None of it matters. If you want to succeed, you 
better learn how to compromise your values. You had better sell your soul. Your 
research contributes nothing. You need to lay low and just be silent (p. 194). 
 

And Dulce Cruz (1995), when describing her research on the literacy of Dominican 

Americans, was asked by a politician, “Oh, so you must be a Dominican yourself?” (p. 

92). Cruz stated that when she researched her own social group, she was thought of as 

narrow-minded, ethnocentric, and lacking in the ability to be objective. Yet when she 

researched more mainstream topics, her capacity and justification for doing so were often 

questioned.  

 When faculty of color conversely engage in non-racially or ethnically-related 

research, they are interrogated by both Whites and other people of color, many from their 

own racial/ethnic group. Cruz (1995) described how people were surprised when she 

mentioned that she studied 19th century British literature. Other Latinos had approached 

her and questioned why she did not research Caribbean literature instead, of which there 

was a perceived need in their community. Chicano faculty member Richard Verdugo 

(1995), who did not engage in racial or ethnic research, was simultaneously seen as a 

“minority scholar” by Whites and an as outsider by other Chicanos. 

 Other faculty report that no matter how productive they are in their scholarship and 

no matter how many publications they have in top-tiered journals, it is not good enough. 

Niemann (1999) believed her colleagues were unfair in their negative evaluation of her 

publication record in her third year review despite the fact that she had a pending book 

chapter, several manuscripts being reviewed by top journals in her field, and a couple of 
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publications in those journals. Montero-Sieburth (1997) described that her research was 

often considered to be only a pilot study or a project that was course-related. She felt she 

was subsequently only thought of as a clinical faculty member or as a generalist. The case 

Clark v. Claremont University Center and Graduate School (1992) even highlighted this 

phenomenon when the court found that Reginald Clark, a faculty member of color, had 

been wrongly denied tenure due to a supposed insufficient publication record, among 

other things (Baez, 2002). In reality, many in Clark’s field considered his work to be 

groundbreaking and he had an extensive record of publications that exceeded those 

before him who had been granted tenure.  

 As highlighted, faculty of color experience unique obstacles in the realm of 

research. Their work is often challenged, suspected of lacking in objectivity, and/or 

devalued. And yet again the literature is relatively silent in relation to academic freedom. 

If faculty of color are either discouraged by colleagues from engaging in racially or 

ethnically-focused research or challenged when they engage in more mainstream 

research, do they truly have Lernfreiheit, or the “freedom to learn,” when these same 

colleagues invoke their own academic freedom to deny their tenure and promotion? 

When faculty of color are excluded from publication in mainstream journals based on the 

topics to which they have devoted their research, is their academic freedom threatened? 

And finally, how do faculty of color perceive their experiences with research when it is 

explicitly connected to their academic freedom?   

Academic freedom and social identity 

The literature that directly links academic freedom and faculty social identity, 

particularly race or ethnicity, is almost nonexistent. The article “Diversity and Academic 
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Freedom,” by Derrick Bell (1993), is a rare exception that specifically names the two; 

few others allude to a connection between the concepts. The literature does discuss, 

however, the ways in which faculty colleagues are oftentimes informal regulators of 

academic freedom via their responsibilities as gatekeepers to the academy, as well as the 

power they maintain in deciding what constitutes teaching and scholarship (Baez, 2002; 

Bell, 1993; Maher & Teatreault, 2009). Bell (1993) states that while these responsibilities 

are important, faculty who engage in oppositional behavior towards faculty of color in an 

effort to protect intellectual orthodoxy are in fact using their own academic freedom to 

exclude diverse others. In fact, he contends that the greatest threats to academic freedom 

come not from external bodies, but from “internal pressures for intellectual conformity” 

(p. 373). 

A few other authors parallel Bell’s statements without naming academic freedom. 

Maher and Teatreault (2009) touch upon this phenomenon when they comment that 

because of the belief that “excellence” and “diversity” in the academy are mutually 

exclusive, the established elites will enact their academic privilege to ensure that new 

people, new ideas, and new methodologies will remain at a distance. Baez (2002) 

describes a somewhat similar phenomenon, yet he too fails to name academic freedom 

specifically. He comments that faculty hostility against minority colleagues can 

oftentimes be masked in the tenure process because tenure decisions are confidential and 

the criteria are routinely unclear and unevenly applied. Baez (2002) and Holmes (2008) 

further describe that the courts have traditionally avoided taking on cases that involve 

tenure denials since they perceive the academic decision making process as uniquely 
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outside of their sphere of influence and, one could potentially add, under the protection of 

academic freedom.  

Haddon (1988) also comes close to mentioning a connection between academic 

freedom and faculty social identity, but he does not explicitly delineate it either. 

According to Haddon, in the late 1980s the president of Temple University summarily 

fired the dean of the law school, who was a Black male. While some faculty agreed with 

the president’s decision, others felt it was a clear violation of their academic freedom and 

governance since they had not been consulted prior to his decision. With academic 

freedom, faculty are supposed to be free to criticize, question, or test institutional 

administration. In this case, they were not given the opportunity to do so.  According to 

Haddon, this action held special significance for Temple University, which at the time 

had one of the most diverse faculty bodies in the nation. He stated,  

The president's unilateral action sacrificed an opportunity to test assumptions 
about a diverse faculty's ability to draw upon their experiences and perspectives 
and to converse and make decisions important to the future of the law school and 
legal education. Moreover, the president's lack of reliance on the faculty's 
judgment in critical times indicates a breach of confidence that cannot be repaired 
easily. That the silencing occurred when a black dean was fired has further 
consequences (p. 1564) 

 
Haddon implied that faculty academic freedom was violated, but he posed it as a missed 

opportunity for the president who could have instead used it as a chance to essentially test 

out the competence of his diverse faculty. On the other hand, he seemed to convey 

suspicion regarding the fact that the “silencing” happened when a Black dean was fired, 

but again, he stops short of directly connecting the potential academic freedom violation 

to the dean’s race.  
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This discussion makes salient some of the experiences of faculty of color 

previously discussed. Several of them describe scenarios where their colleagues utilized 

their academic power to oppose or exclude them from their ranks, oftentimes via negative 

evaluations of their teaching, research, and service (Baez, 2000; Baez, 2002; Baez, 2003; 

Coleman, 2005; Holmes, 2008; Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2008; Neumann & Peterson, 

1997; Niemann, 1999; Padilla & Chávez Chávez, 1995; Patton, 2004). In a 1998 study 

that looked at faculty of color experiences of the tenure and promotion process, for 

example, many participants reported that their research was negatively evaluated by 

colleagues because it did not reflect “traditional notions of valued research” despite the 

fact that they had been previously assured by those same colleagues that such 

methodologies and scholarship would be accepted (Jayakumar, et al., 2009, p. 541). In 

following this line of reasoning, do “traditional notions of valued research,” and, by 

extension, traditional notions of valued teaching and service, place limits on the academic 

freedom of faculty of color who are historically viewed as nontraditional to the academy? 

Do they truly have academic freedom to engage in teaching, service, and research 

knowing that colleagues who seek to maintain intellectual orthodoxy may evaluate them 

negatively, which could have implications for their promotion and tenure? These 

questions directly challenge academic freedom that affirms “the privilege of individual 

academics may claim as the freedom to question and test received wisdom, to put 

forward new ideas and controversial or unpopular opinions without placing themselves in 

jeopardy of losing the jobs or privileges they may have at their institutions” (Neave, 

2000, p. 198). The literature fails to openly address these questions and the vast majority 

of the faculty of color narratives do not relate their experiences to academic freedom.  
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A rare exception to the relative silence in the literature on the potential 

intersection between academic freedom and faculty social identity is Bell’s (1993) article. 

Bell, who was Black, described a situation at Stanford University where faculty and 

administrators organized a series of “enrichment lectures” to supplement Bell’s 

classroom teaching after his students complained they were not receiving instruction 

equivalent to that being taught by White faculty in other course sections. Bell categorized 

this act as a clear infringement of his academic freedom in that his colleagues 

overstepped the bounds of his protected classroom teaching. He unambiguously tied this 

infringement to his race; “the faculty’s reliance on credentialism and 

orthodoxy…constitutes a disparagement of my accomplishments and a dilution of my 

faculty position. It represents a denial of my dignity quite like the segregation policies 

that prompted the sit-ins three decades ago” (p. 379). Bell contended that had his self-

proclaimed Black neo-conservative teachings fit the traditional intellectual mold, his 

colleagues would not have been so quick to intervene. While Bell offers the reader a 

salient example of his own experiences related to academic freedom, more research is 

needed to explore whether his experiences are the exception or the norm for faculty of 

color in the academy.  

 Other writings refer to academic freedom and social identity in different ways. In 

his analysis of potential academic freedom violations at Bacone College in Oklahoma, 

Nelson (2010) described how some faculty of color were afraid to speak out against the 

firings of American Indian faculty and other acts of potential discrimination at their 

institution for fear of retaliation, despite the protections they had under academic 

freedom. Haddon (1988) described similar sentiments at Temple University when the 
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dean was fired. Other faculty of color, notably Joseph Massad at Columbia University, 

reported experiencing harassment, job loss, surveillance, and some had even received 

death threats; these faculty taught ethnic studies courses and engaged in diversity work 

for which the protection of academic freedom applied (Goodman, 2006). 

In other arenas, attacks on academic freedom have taken on racialized tones. For 

instance, David Horowitz and his campaign against “radical” professors often targets the 

protected speech of professors who teach in ethnic studies departments (e. g. Professor 

Joseph Massad and Professor Ward Churchill at the University of Colorado at Boulder) 

(Gaines, 2005; Goodman, 2006). Goodman (2006) contends that Horowitz’s framing of 

politics is identity-based; the “radical” professor becomes the racialized other. As another 

example, Rita Katz (2003), author of the book Terrorist Hunter: The Extraordinary Story 

of a Woman Who Went Undercover to Infiltrate the Radical Islamic Groups Operating in 

America, criticizes institutions that she perceives protect faculty members who are also 

terrorists. Katz claims these professors and institutions use the language of 

“multiculturalism” and “equality,” as well as their academic freedom, to shield the fatwas 

they hope to carry out. Romero (2010) contradicts Katz’s viewpoint and states that his 

ethnic studies department in Arizona has been politically targeted for eradication 

“because of the transformative, historical inclusivity, more holistic, and consciousness 

raising nature of its departmental orientation” (p. 7). In all of these instances, faculty 

social identity is only posed as an aside to academic freedom. 

Overall, a gap exists in the literature regarding an in-depth exploration of how 

faculty of color experience and perceive their own academic freedom, especially in 

reference to the three primary aspects of faculty life: teaching, service, and research. The 
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literature suggests that the dominant academic environment is primed to induce self-

censorship on the part of faculty of color so that they may fit into mainstream norms 

required for tenure and promotion. Ceci, et al. (2006) aptly question whether faculty self-

censorship essentially threatens their academic freedom. This phenomenon is problematic 

in that Bell (1993) describes, “faculty diversity, far from being in conflict with academic 

freedom, is a prerequisite for its vitality and value in our modern world” (p. 379). Thus, if 

faculty of color are silenced by dominant culture colleagues seeking to protect intellectual 

orthodoxy, the vitality and value of academic freedom is diminished.  

Theoretical framework 

 The theoretical framework that informs an analysis of the experiences and 

perceptions of faculty of color in relation to their academic freedom is critical race theory 

(CRT). CRT can pair well with faculty of color experiences in the academy in that it 

assumes the presence of racism and seeks to counteract it through the use of narratives or 

storytelling. It also incorporates intersectionality, which acknowledges that there is no 

single collective experience for a particular racial or ethnic group due to the influence of 

other social identities, contexts, and histories that each person may embody. 

Critical race theory 

According to Baez (2002), racism is a “mode of thinking” that explains why our 

society is the way it is (p. 87). He asserts that it is the process of labeling someone as 

inferior that subsequently allows hierarchies to be structured that subordinate certain 

groups of people. It is within this context that CRT grew out of the critical legal studies 

(CLS) movement in the 1980s (Closson, 2010; Crenshaw, et al., 1995; DeCuir & Dixson, 

2004; Jayakumar, et al., 2009; Taylor, et al., 2009). Matsuda (1995) describes that CLS 
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was primarily a White male movement that criticized the liberal notion of the rule of law 

as a constructivist reflection of human consciousness. As such, CLS scholars called for 

fundamental change to dismantle hegemonic hierarchical structures and bring about 

social justice, which had broader implications for all types of institutions, including 

academia. Matsuda claims the movement was attractive to scholars of color because of 

the central message of hegemonic power and social change. However, because of some 

of the unfulfilled promises of the Civil Rights movement and the continued pervasiveness 

of racism, many scholars of color came to see CLS as deficient in its failure to include 

race as a central focal point (Adams, et al., 2007; Alemán & Alemán, 2010; Taylor, et al., 

2009).  

Subsequently, a few scholars of color, most notably Derrick Bell Jr., felt the need 

to break away from CLS and form a different movement that included race as a central 

focal point. What evolved was critical race theory. While Bell is widely credited as the 

being father of CRT (Adams, et al., 2007; Alemán & Alemán, 2010; Bergeson, 2003; 

Closson, 2010; Crenshaw, et al., 1995; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Taylor, et al., 2009), he 

was joined by Richard Delgado and Alan Freeman (DeCuir & Dixon, 2004), as well as 

his students Kimberlé Crenshaw and Mari Matsuda (Bergeson, 2003), in the development 

of this emerging approach. Bell (1995) defines CRT as, “a body of legal scholarship…a 

majority of whose members are both existentially people of color and ideologically 

committed to the struggle against racism, particularly as institutionalized in and by law” 

(p. 888). While CRT’s origins are in law, it has since been applied to other fields and 

disciplines such as sociology, history, ethnic studies, women’s studies (Solórzano, et al., 

2000) and even leisure studies (Arai, 2009). Most relevant to the topic of this dissertation 
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is its application to the field of education, which was initially articulated in the seminal 

article, “Toward a critical race theory of education,” by Gloria Ladson-Billings and 

William Tate (1995). This article was essentially the first time that CRT was used to 

examine the state of education in the U. S. Frustrated with the unremitting inequalities in 

school funding and facilities after Brown, the authors sought out CRT in an effort to 

highlight the continued centrality of race and racism in U. S. social institutions. 

According to a central tenet of CRT, racism is a deeply embedded aspect of our 

society and thus it is not easily challenged and eradicated (Alemán & Alemán, 2010; 

Bergeson, 2003; Crenshaw, et al., 1995; DeCuir & Dixon, 2004; Solózano, 1997; 

Solórzano, et al., 2000; Taylor, et al., 2009). Additionally, CRT is skeptical of the liberal 

approaches of neutrality, colorblindness, and merit (Bergeson, 2003). According to 

Bergeson (2003), because Whiteness is the norm, neutrality therefore reflects Whiteness. 

As such, the current emphasis on colorblindness allows Whites to opt out of challenging 

their complicity in racism and the meritocratic approach does nothing to eradicate the 

continued pervasiveness of institutional racism (Baez, 2002; Bergeson, 2003). Related to 

this critique of liberalism is Bell’s (1995) early conception of interest convergence as a 

corollary of CRT. According to Bell, the Brown v. Board of Education ruling only 

happened as a result of the convergence of both Black and White interests in the 1950s; 

Blacks sought to end segregation and those in power (i. e. Whites) sought to appear more 

favorable on the international scene by exemplifying equality and democracy in the face 

of communism. Bell describes, therefore, that the conciliation of Brown only brought 

change to the extent that White interests continued to be served. Neutrality, 

colorblindness, and merit-based arguments may also exemplify interest convergence in 



 63 

that these supposed advances in race relations ultimately align with and sustain 

Whiteness. 

Another crucial tenet of CRT is intersectional theory, or intersectionality (Alemán 

& Alemán, 2010; Anderson, 2010; Crenshaw, et al., 1995; Jayakumar, et al., 2009; 

Solórzano, 1997; Taylor, et al., 2009). In keeping with CRT’s interdisciplinary nature, 

intersectionality’s modern origins also reside in legal scholarship (Crenshaw, 1995; 

Grabham, et al., 2009), as well as in sociology, cultural and ethnic studies (Adams, et al., 

2007), and women’s studies (Lykke, 2010). Legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw initially 

coined the term “intersectionality” in her 1989 and 1995 writings because she noticed 

that existing research failed to account for the complexity of the interactions between 

multiple subordinated identities in her analysis of the unique experiences of Black 

women in relation to employment discrimination and violence (Anderson; 2010; 

Crenshaw, 1995; Lykke, 2010).  

While intersectionality has been defined in many ways, Lykke (2010) suggests the 

following broad definition:  

A theoretical and methodological tool to analyze how historically specific kinds 
of power differentials and/or constraining normativities, based on discursively, 
institutionally and/or structurally constructed socio-cultural categorizations such 
as gender, ethnicity, race, class, sexuality, age/generation, dis/ability, nationality, 
mother tongue, and so on, interact and in doing so produce different kinds of 
societal inequalities and unjust relations (p. 50).  
 

Lykke further describes that depending on the framework one utilizes, intersectionality 

can reflect dominance/subordination, in/exclusion, recognition/misrecognition, 

power/disempowerment, possession/dispossession, privilege/lack of privilege, and 

majoritizing/minoritizing (p. 51). Basically, intersectionality challenges the idea that 

members of a social identity group have the same universal experiences and, therefore, 
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experience oppression in the same way (Adams, et. al, 2007). Adams, et al. (2007) assert 

that because each individual simultaneously embodies multiple social identities that can 

reflect both privilege and/or lack of privilege, it is important to analyze both individuals 

and systems to explore the multiple ways in which each can experience or perpetuate 

oppression in various contexts. Intersectionality can also account for the fluid nature of 

social identities as categories are created, changed, and terminated over time (Adams, et 

al., 2007; Grabham, et al., 2009). A defining feature of intersectionality is the complexity 

that develops when participants are analyzed along multiple dimensions of intersecting 

identities and social experiences (Grabham, 2009). Furthermore, Ropers-Huilman and 

Winters (2011) assert that intersectionality buffers against the exclusion that has thus far 

been inherent in certain social and theoretical movements. For instance, feminism has 

historically served White, middle to upper class women rather than women from all types 

of race and class backgrounds.  

Finally, other tenets of CRT include a commitment to social justice, an 

interdisciplinary perspective, and a call to challenge dominant ideologies (Solórzano, 

1997). CRT also values experiential knowledge. It relies upon research methodologies 

involving narratives and/or storytelling (i. e. “counter-stories”) from people of color to 

highlight alternative voices to the White mainstream in an effort to subvert dominant 

racist ideologies (Alemán & Alemán, 2010; Bergeson, 2003; Crenshaw, et al., 1995; 

Ladson-Billings, 2009; Torre, 2008; Taylor, et al., 2009). Solórzano and Yosso (2009) 

describe counter-stories as personal stories or narratives, other people’s stories or 

narratives, and composite stories or narratives. Some stories are reflections of personal 

experience, while others can be works of fiction. Taylor, et al. (1995) contend that 
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because Whites do not understand the experiences of people of color, counter-stories can 

serve to “redirect dominant gaze, to make it see from a new point of view that has been 

there all along” (p. 7). 

Several critical race theorists contend that there is no “canonical set of doctrines 

or methodologies” that all critical race theorists purport to follow (Crenshaw, et al., 1995; 

Ladson-Billings, 2009). This contention seems to hold true when one analyzes the variety 

of ways in which CRT is utilized. As stated previously, counter-stories can be presented 

in many ways (Solórzano & Yosso, 2009) and data can be gathered via literature reviews, 

biography, autobiography, ethnography, autoethnography, genre-driven writing (Hughes 

& Giles, 2010), participatory action research (Torre, 2009), focus groups (Solórzano, et 

al., 2000), and case studies, for example. Because the exposition of the voices of people 

of color is emphasized, qualitative methods are most often pursued. In one study, for 

example, Ladson-Billings (2009) utilized a variety of films as a vehicle for telling stories 

that spoke to the historical devaluation of Black women teachers. Some, however, 

purport to use CRT in the quantitative realm. Jayakumar, et al. (2009) explicitly used 

CRT and its tenet of “racism is normal” to frame their study of racial privilege in the 

professoriate as a function of campus climate, retention, and satisfaction. Their 

methodology included a survey for which they utilized cross-tabulation and regression 

analyses. As a quantitative study, though, it did not include longer narratives or quotes 

that are typical in CRT scholarship.  

As previously stated, CRT can be a useful framework to explore the experiences 

and perceptions of faculty of color in relation to their academic freedom. Because CRT 

prescribes that racism is normal, one might presume that faculty of color experience some 
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form of racism in their attempts to enact their academic freedom in their three main roles 

of teaching, service, and research. Parker and Lynn (2009) list three main goals of CRT: 

1) to present storytelling or narratives as valid approaches to examine race and racism in 

law and society; 2) to argue for the eradication of racial subjugation while recognizing it 

as a social construction; and 3) to draw important relationships between race and other 

axes of domination (p. 150). In reflecting upon these goals in relation to faculty of color 

and academic freedom, I utilize counter-stories to highlight the manifestation of expected 

racism in their experiences and perceptions. These counter-stories could, again, “redirect 

the dominant gaze” in an effort to inform the need to eradicate potential racial 

subjugation in this area (Taylor, et al., 1995, p. 7).  

CRT also speaks to Parker and Lynn’s (2009) naming of race as a social 

construction. In-groups and out-groups are often constructed to protect and control 

superiority. If racism related to the academic freedom of faculty of color is to be 

eradicated, one needs to understand the social construction of racial in-groups and out-

groups in the faculty and the ways in which the in-group seeks to maintain its superiority, 

which may or may not be mediated through the improper use of academic freedom. 

Finally, the goal of CRT to connect race and other axes of domination relates to the use 

of intersectionality to approach faculty of color in a study of these issues. Because faculty 

of color are not a homogenous group, and other social identities can interact with race to 

affect experiences and perceptions, I use CRT to focus on the different ways in which 

faculty of color describe and experience their academic freedom. 
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Conclusion 

Academic freedom is a cornerstone principle to the U. S. system of higher 

education. While tenure is historically the primary protector of academic freedom, 

academic freedom is intended to exist for faculty with or without tenure. As evidenced in 

this literature review, a substantial body of scholarship describes the divergent 

experiences of faculty of color in higher education, especially in relation to teaching, 

service, and research. Faculty of color describe numerous instances where their work is 

challenged and devalued in these three areas by students, administrators, and most 

commonly other faculty. They oftentimes attribute these devaluations and challenges to 

their embodiment of historically oppressed social identities. I propose that these divergent 

experiences allude to a deeper threat for faculty of color: a threat to their academic 

freedom. Because the teaching, service, and research of faculty of color is often evaluated 

as “less than,” I question whether faculty of color feel that they are able to fully enact 

their academic freedom in those three realms without fear of consequence, most notably 

from faculty or administrative peers during the tenure and promotion process. 

Additionally, because tenure is meant to be the primary protector of academic freedom, I 

question whether faculty of color perceive and experience their academic freedom 

differently before and after the earning of tenure. For these reasons, I focus my study on 

uncovering potential inequalities that exist in relation to one of the most foundational 

precepts in higher education: academic freedom.  
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

Statement of purpose 

Current scholarship does not adequately address the relationship between social 

identities and the academic freedom of faculty of color. Therefore, the purpose of this 

study is to explore the experiences and perceptions of academic freedom for faculty of 

color as influenced by their social identities, particularly their race or ethnicity. These 

experiences and perceptions are explored in relation to the faculty members’ pre- and 

post-tenure status.  

Research questions 

The three overarching research questions for my study of faculty of color and 

academic freedom are: 

• How do faculty of color believe that academic freedom affects their teaching, 

service, and research? 

• To what extent do faculty of color believe that their social identities, including 

race or ethnicity, influence their ability to enact their academic freedom?  

• How do faculty of color believe that discrimination and/or oppression influence 

their ability to enact their academic freedom? 

Research design 

In order to answer these questions, I pursued a methodological strategy grounded 

in critical race theory and phenomenology to explore the “lived experiences” of faculty of 

color in relation to academic freedom and social identity, particularly race or ethnicity 

(Creswell, 2009, p. 15). In following the tenets of CRT, I expected to uncover instances 
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of racism in this study and I sought to expose these instances in the narratives of my 

faculty of color participants. And in following the tenets of phenomenological research, I 

endeavored to gain an in-depth understanding of my participants’ constructed systems of 

meaning (Creswell, 2009).   

Critical race methodology 

The methodology I pursued in this study coincides with what Solórzano and 

Yosso (2002) describe in their article, “Critical Race Methodology: Counter-Storytelling 

as an Analytical Framework for Education Research.” There is no single prescription for 

data collection and analysis informed by CRT, yet the vast majority of CRT-informed 

research pursues a methodology that supports the construction of counter-stories. 

Solórzano and Yosso have sought to define and legitimate what they call critical race 

methodology. In their words: 

[Critical race methodology] is a theoretically grounded approach to research that 
(a) foregrounds race and racism in all aspects of the research process. However, it 
also challenges the separate discourse on race, gender, and class by showing how 
these three elements intersect to affect the experiences of students of color; (b) 
challenges the existing research paradigms, texts, and theories used to explain the 
experiences of students of color; (c) offers a liberatory or transformative solution 
to racial, gender, and class subordination; (d) focuses on the racialized, gendered, 
and classed experiences of students of color. Furthermore, it views these 
experiences as sources of strength and (e) uses the interdisciplinary knowledge 
base of ethnic studies, women’s studies, sociology, history, humanities, and the 
law to better understand the experiences of students of color (p. 24). 
 
The authors assert that majoritarian methodologies produce research grounded in 

stereotypes that position people of color as “less than” and/or morally depraved. These 

methodologies silence and twist the voices of people of color. For instance, Solórzano 

and Yosso (2002) give the example of when White middle-class people experience 

violence in their neighborhoods. According to the authors, the stories that are constructed 
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communicate shock along the lines of, “This is a good neighborhood. How could this 

happen here” (p. 29)? These supposedly unbiased and objective majoritarian stories 

communicate that violence in a White middle-class neighborhood is abnormal, thus 

implying that the opposite is true for neighborhoods predominantly comprised of people 

of color who are disproportionately of lower income. 

Solórzano and Yosso (2002) support the use of counter-stories as a key piece of 

critical race methodology. They define counter-stories as, 

A method of telling stories of those people whose experiences are not often told 
(i. e. those on the margins of society). The counter-story is also a tool for 
exposing, analyzing, and challenging the majoritarian stories of racial privilege. 
Counter-stories can shatter complacency, challenge the dominant discourse on 
race, and further the struggle for racial reform (p. 32).  
 

Counter-stories can include personal narratives, narratives of others, or composite 

narratives. They can be derived from numerous methods, the most common of which are 

qualitative in nature (e.g. interviews, field observations, document analysis, etc.). 

According to Corbin and Strauss (2008), theoretical sensitivity is the ability to see, 

understand, and separate out relevant data. This process involves asking sensitizing 

questions (e. g. “What is going on here?;” “Who are the actors involved?;” “How do they 

define the situation?;” etc.) and theoretical questions (e. g. “What is the relationship of 

one concept to another?;” “What are the larger structural issues here and how do they 

play into or affect what I’m seeing or hearing?;” etc.) (p. 72). Corbin and Strauss describe 

that sensitizing questions allow the researcher to explore the meaning of the data while 

theoretical questions allow the research to analyze and connect ideas. Solórzano and 

Yosso contend that such theoretical sensitivity is needed to create counter-stories from 

various data sources.  They assert that counter-stories can serve to build community 
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amongst those who are marginalized, challenge majoritarian belief systems, provide those 

who are marginalized with a new view of reality, and communicate that the combination 

of stories and reality can create a more vivid world than can either absent the other. 

In following this description of critical race methodology, my methods of 

sampling, data collection, and analysis provided me with data that I used to build counter-

stories. Since I am not a person of color, nor am I a faculty member, I did not construct a 

personal narrative. I did, however, construct narratives of others (i. e. my faculty of color 

participants) using the data I collected. According to Solórzano and Yosso, critical race 

scholarship includes a direct analysis of racism. As I have stated, I expected to uncover 

racism upon analysis of my data and, therefore, I sought to include a direct analysis of it 

via my counter-stories. Additionally, I was also looking for ways in which other identities 

intersect with race and ethnicity to contribute to oppression, which follows the tenet of 

intersectionality in CRT. 

Participants 

 In selecting participants for this study, I considered institutional type and location, 

as well as specific characteristics in human subjects. The following section describes the 

justifications and procedures I relied upon to recruit participants. 

Institutions 

While I had initially intended to reveal the institutions from which I solicited 

participants, I ultimately chose not to do so in order to better protect participants’ 

anonymity. Some participants embodied such unique social identity profiles and/or they 

revealed such detailed information that were I to identify their institution, their identities 

could be easily discerned. Notwithstanding, I purposely selected three Carnegie classified 
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doctoral/research, land grant institutions in three geographically distinct states. These 

institutions, therefore, are not meant to represent a random sampling of U. S. institutions. 

First, I selected multiple institutions in an effort to better protect participant 

confidentiality. Second, at doctoral/research institutions in particular, faculty are faced 

with the challenge of having to balance teaching, service, and research, which is a focus 

of my primary research question. Teaching and service are activities commonly expected 

of faculty at the vast majority of higher education institutions. At doctoral/research 

institutions, faculty tenure dossiers are expected to include evidence of a robust and 

prestigious research life. This dynamic, therefore, intensifies the balancing act in which 

faculty must engage at doctoral/research institutions in order to fulfill their obligations in 

the required realms of teaching, service, and research. Finally, relatively recent events in 

two of these states proposed unique challenges to racial and ethnic diversity and/or 

academic freedom, which make doctoral/research institutions in those states attractive 

sites to study in relation to my topic. The third state, on the other hand, has not 

experienced such high profile controversy and, therefore, served to maximize institutional 

variation in this study. 

Faculty participants 

 The participants in my study were faculty of color who were within five years of 

having successfully earned tenure. I was interested in tenure status because tenure, by 

definition, protects a faculty member from termination without just cause, which 

reinforces the principles of academic freedom (Van Alystne, 1993). I thought it important 

to interview faculty who recently earned tenure so that they might have been better able 

to incorporate into their discussion their experiences and perceptions of their academic 
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freedom both pre- and post-tenure. Being within five years of earning tenure reasonably 

ensured that their pre-tenure experiences were not beyond recollection. Having already 

earned tenure, though, they were afforded substantial job security. Such faculty, 

therefore, may have been more willing to have a frank conversation with me concerning 

their experiences and perceptions of academic freedom without fear of consequence to 

their employment. Finally, while social identity remains broadly defined in my study (to 

account for the potential effects of intersectionality), I selected faculty of color in 

particular because the literature suggests that race or ethnicity has unique implications for 

academic freedom.  

 In following the in-depth nature of my qualitative design, my sample was 

relatively small and included purposefully selected participants (Creswell, 2009; Ragin, 

et al., 2004). A sample size of 13 participants provided me with sufficient, but not 

unmanageable, research responsibilities while still allowing me to spend ample amounts 

of time with each participant. It was my intention, however, that this sample be large 

enough to provide me with a relatively sizeable amount of data from which I could derive 

my analytic themes to create composite counter-stories (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  

As stated, these participants were purposefully selected. Since race and ethnicity 

are social constructions ideally identified only via voluntary self-disclosure in an 

employment setting (U. S. employers are not able to discriminate based on race or 

ethnicity and, therefore, cannot legally require an employee to disclose such information), 

there does not exist an exhaustive listing of all faculty of color at U. S. institutions of 

higher education. Additionally, I as a researcher cannot presume that I would be able to 

gain any sort of accurate or meaningful access to my faculty participants were I to seek to 
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identify them via visual inspection (e.g. via photos on institutional websites). 

Furthermore, since I am an outsider in this researcher due to my social identity 

background, unsolicited contact with potential participants could have limited or 

threatened my access. Needless to say, there did not appear to be a mechanism via which 

I could attain a random sampling of participants. A purposeful sampling strategy was, 

therefore, appropriate.  

In seeking out potential participants, I first contacted the various diversity 

offices/officers on each campus, as identified by their websites, to request their assistance 

in identifying and contacting faculty of color within five years of having successfully 

earned tenure. I also approached my dissertation committee members to inquire as to any 

contacts or acquaintances they had at the institutions included in my study. Upon 

connecting with these contacts or acquaintances, I described the nature of my study, 

solicited their participation via email (see Appendix C), and received their informed 

consent (see Appendix D). Overall, this sampling method was an appropriate and realistic 

way for me to gain access to my participants since a random sample was not desired or 

possible. I discuss each of my participants more in-depth in Chapter IV, but Table 2 

outlines a brief overview of the participants I interviewed. 
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TABLE 2 

Faculty Participants 
 

Pseudonym Race/Ethnicity     Gender Identity         Year Tenured Academic Area 
 
Dr. Alejandra Mixed Race     Female             2008  Education 
Dr. Aliaga Chicana      Female             2012  Humanities/Ethnic Studies 
Dr. Brunay Mixed Race     Female             2010  Education 
Dr. Darrett African Amer     Male              2010  Ethnic Studies 
Dr. Dekar Southeast Asian     Male              2010  Ethnic Studies 
Dr. Edwards African Amer     Male              2012  Education 
Dr. Liner Mexican      Male              2008  Humanities 
Dr. Myeong Korean Amer     Female             2007  Ethnic Studies 
Dr. Parker Hispanic      Male              2008  Science 
Dr. Pham Asian      Male              2009  Medicine 
Dr. Rheeda Mixed Race     Female             2009  Humanities/Ethnic Studies 
Dr. Tan  Asian      Male              2010  Science 
Dr. Tren  Asian      Male              2011  Education 
 

Data collection methods 

 I collected qualitative data via several methods in order to obtain data that 

supported a thematic analysis as well as the creation of a narrative counter-story. First, I 

conducted in-depth interviews with my participants. I planned to conduct my initial 

interviews with each participant in person since a face-to-face approach was potentially 

more conducive to building trust between my interviewees and me as the interviewer. I 

feel strongly that trust is important in discussing sensitive topics such as potential 

oppression related to personal academic freedom. Nevertheless, due to last minute 

scheduling conflicts, two participants requested that I interview them via phone and 

another opted for an interview via FaceTime chat on our respective iPhones. The initial 

interviews I conducted with each participant ranged between one and two hours. 

Additionally, I followed up with participants at least three times via email or FaceTime 

chat following our initial interview to seek clarification, ask follow-up questions, or 
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inquire as to anything they would like to add after having time to reflect upon our 

interview and my study. The first follow up occurred within one to three weeks after our 

initial interview. I conducted a second email follow up after I completed the transcription 

of my interviews to engage in member checking to seek clarification regarding whether 

or not I had accurately transcribed and interpreted the information discussed in the 

interview. Finally, I deployed a third email follow up in which I shared a final list of the 

overarching themes I uncovered in the data, each briefly summarized. In this final email, 

I solicited feedback and/or questions. To this last email, I received responses from Dr. 

Alejandra, Dr. Liner, and Dr. Aliaga. Each of these participants affirmed that the themes I 

described made sense to them. For instance, Dr. Alejandra wrote, “A quick read through 

tells me that you’re right on target.” Because no participant responded with a challenge to 

these themes, I proceeded with the assumption that they are sound. 

In conducting this interview, I utilized the interview guide approach as described 

by Michael Patton (2002). In following this approach, I had a list of questions that I 

wanted to address, but I allowed for conversation and some level of spontaneity in my 

questioning. With each of the participants, I asked open-ended questions (see Appendix 

A) to allow participants to answer in their own words, despite any preconceived notions I 

may have had regarding their personal situations (Patton, 2002). I audio recorded these 

interviews while simultaneously taking in-depth notes that relied on what Geertz (1973) 

calls “thick description,” where one takes into account meaningful structures in a cultural 

context. For instance, Geertz describes how a simple closing of one’s eyelid could be 

perceived in many ways, such as a wink, a twitch, a fake-wink, etc. The meaning of such 

an action, therefore, is dependent upon the cultural context in which it is produced. I 
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sought to intentionally reflect such things in my notes. I stored my audio recordings in a 

password-protected online database, as well as on a portable online storage device that I 

kept locked. My typed transcriptions were similarly stored.  

Additionally, I collected documents such as my participants’ CVs, their scholarly 

publications, and any other available documentation they were willing to share that 

helped me identify how their academic freedom had been influenced by their social 

identities. These documents served to substantiate interview data and provide background 

information on my participants’ scholarly pursuits. For example, if participants described 

engaging in a particular type of teaching, service, and research pre-tenure, but then chose 

to pursue a different focus in those three areas post-tenure, their CVs and publications 

may have reflected that change. While I was able to find most documents online and/or 

through my institution’s library, if I was unable to find certain items that I deemed 

relevant, I inquired with my participants regarding how I could obtain them. These 

documents were stored in the same manner as my interview data.  

Data analysis procedures 

 I had three data sources to analyze upon completion of the data collection process: 

interview transcripts, field notes, and documents. Of the data that I had in an electronic 

format, I uploaded them to a software program called HyperRESEARCH. Per the 

website, HyperRESEARCH is a program that allows one to “code and retrieve, build 

theories, and conduct analyses” of data 

(http://www.researchware.com/products/hyperresearch.html). Following Creswell (2009), 

I analyzed my data through the utilization of a coding process. I had some predetermined 

codes as informed by the literature, while other codes were emergent (see Appendix B for 
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a list of codes). As Miles and Huberman recommend (1994), I first read through all of my 

data sources so that I could better understand them as a whole. I then went back and 

began to assign my predetermined codes to the data for each participant in 

HyperResearch, where appropriate. With each of the participants, I first coded their 

interview, then their CVs and publications. While coding each interview, I kept my field 

notes at hand to provide me with the “thick description” aspects of the interview (e.g. 

facial expressions, non-verbal sounds, behavior, environmental contexts, etc.) At this 

time, other patterns became apparent in the data that warranted the creation of new codes. 

For instance, several participants described that academic freedom allowed them to do 

something. Thus I developed a code “agency.” The coding process, therefore, became a 

mixture of assigning my predetermined codes, as well as creating new codes to describe 

the themes that were emerging upon analysis (Creswell, 2009). For documents that were 

in non-electronic formats, I applied the same themes and codes I developed in 

HyperRESEARCH by hand to the physical documents. I compared these physical 

documents and codes to the electronic versions in HyperRESEARCH.  

Next, I cross-referenced the codes garnered in each participant interview with 

what I could find in that participant’s supporting documentation. HyperRESEARCH 

allowed me to create reports that were organized by codes, so I first created such reports 

for each participant. These reports included all the codes I assigned along with their 

relevant section of data. Again, for the codes I assigned within the non-electronic data 

sources, I added them by hand to the HyperRESEARCH reports. I then proceeded to 

write a formal analysis for each participant based on the themes highlighted in that 

participant’s code report, which I structured in relation to my three primary research 
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questions. By writing these formal analyses for each participant, I was able to more 

deeply analyze my codes, my participants’ words, and my participants’ publications in a 

single document. I could then tie codes and data to each research question. 

Upon completing these formal analysis documents for each participant, I returned 

to HyperRESEARCH to create a second set of reports. This time I organized these 

reports by code rather than by person, so these reports included codes and relevant data 

sections from every participant’s electronic file. For example, I could create a report of 

the code, “discrimination/oppression,” that included all instances of that code in my 

entire data set. Once this process was complete, I used these reports to engage in a cross-

case thematic analysis of my participants’ experiences and perceptions of academic 

freedom as compounded by their social identities. For all instances of a particular code, I 

marked where those sections could be found in my formal analyses documents to 

facilitate this work. I also constructed a narrative counter-story based on a code that stood 

out in this data set, which can be found in Chapter V. Finally, in my discussion, I 

ultimately sought to interpret the systems of meaning participants had constructed in 

relation to their ability to enact their academic freedom and to make some 

recommendations based on this research.  

Lastly, in an ongoing effort to protect participants’ anonymity, I sometimes had to 

obscure or remove altogether data that hinted at participants’ true identities, even if that 

data was especially demonstrative of a particular theme.  Additionally, I assigned 

participants pseudonyms and broadly situated their fields or disciplines into the following 

areas: humanities, science, medicine, education, and ethnic studies. I believe these 
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categories are broad enough to protect anonymity, but still narrow enough to allow for 

context.  

Strategies to increase validity and trustworthiness  

In order to increase the validity and trustworthiness of this study, I followed 

several steps. First, as I stated previously, I interacted with each faculty participant 

multiple times, which entailed at least one in-person, phone, or FaceTime interview, as 

well as at least three follow up interactions via email or FaceTime chat. I engaged in 

“thick description” throughout each of these encounters by recording field notes 

(Creswell, 2009; Geertz, 1973). For emails in particular, I attempted to engage in “thick 

description” by taking note of punctuation, response time, overall tone, and salutations. 

Second, I engaged in member checking with participants (for which participants were 

asked to review only their own data) to verify the precision of the data I had collected and 

to review my interpretations (Creswell, 2009). I emailed participants their interview 

transcripts and a list of the themes that emerged in this study; I then followed up after 

they had a chance to review the material. Third, I utilized more than one data source to 

build substantiation of my findings (Creswell, 2009; Shavelson & Towne, 2002). By 

collecting documents, in addition to interview data and field notes, I sought to crosscheck 

and corroborate the ways in which participants described their experiences and 

perceptions of academic freedom in the realms of teaching, service, and research. For 

instance, such documents could have substantiated the types of courses they had taught 

over the years, the types of service in which they had engaged, and the content of their 

research, which may have been affected by their sense of academic freedom. I looked for 

evidence of participants’ social identities in these documents to explore whether or not 
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their ability to enact their academic freedom within the realms of teaching, service, and 

research had been affected. I also employed peer debriefing with a professional colleague 

to have someone other than myself review my work and challenge my premises. Because 

I am an outsider to this research as a White person and graduate student, I selected a 

professional colleague who is both a faculty member and a person of color. Additionally, 

I provided negative or contradictory evidence that I found in my final written analysis 

(Boothe, et al., 2008; Creswell, 2009; Ragin, et al., 2004). Finally, I discuss my personal 

background, biases, and relationships so that readers can make their own decisions 

regarding my level of subjectivity in this research (Creswell, 2009; Peshkin, 1988; Ragin, 

et al., 2004). 

Limitations and delimitations 

  The study I pursued and its findings are limited and delimited in several ways due 

to my theoretical framework, my sampling methods, my data collection methods, and my 

own researcher positionality. 

Theoretical framework 

A major criticism of CRT is that it is “soft” research. Hughes and Giles (2010) 

describe that skeptics often comment on the lack of empirical data in CRT analyses. To 

that Hughes and Giles respond, “Emipirical data? Would several hundred years of 

historical evidence of America’s continued racist structure, policies, and practices 

suffice” (p. 46)? Parker and Lynn (2009) take a more subdued stance. They describe that 

CRT faces many of the same challenges that all qualitative researchers face: researcher 

positionality and subjectivity. According to the authors, CRT researchers need to be 

aware of their position within their research and pay close attention to the way in which it 
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affects their subjectivity throughout all stages of the research. Parker and Lynn (2009) 

describe that researchers need to specifically delineate how they plan to utilize CRT in 

their research, both epistemologically and methodologically, and how they plan to 

connect it to the exposure of racism. Additionally, CRT done by White researchers has 

also garnered criticism (Bergeson, 2003). Because CRT is meant to make heard the 

voices of people of color, White researchers who use it can be said to co-opt and control 

those voices, which runs counter to the premises of the theory. Bergeson (2003), 

however, contends that CRT can help White scholars who truly are seeking to eradicate 

racism by providing them the opportunity to view and use their privilege to address 

injustice. Bergeson also comments that White scholars can join the movement to promote 

the legitimacy of CRT research.   

Participants 

The extent to which the findings can be exported, both across faculty of color 

populations and across institutions, is limited due to the methods I employed to recruit 

participants. To garner data, I purposefully selected 13 participants. My use of this 

method may affect the transferability of the counter-stories I constructed. First, there 

likely were eligible participants who may not have resonated with my request and, thus, 

did not respond. Others may have been too busy or unavailable. And others still may 

have been too fearful to participate. I provide an example of such a person in Chapter V. 

Additionally, my participants held tenured appointments from only three U. S. 

institutions of higher education. The three institutions I selected are not meant to broadly 

represent all institutions across the U. S., or even all similarly classified or similarly 

located institutions. These institutions were not randomly sampled, but were purposefully 
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chosen due to their Research 1 status, recent in-state political climates that have brought 

challenges for both academic freedom and diversity, and/or the varying level of racial and 

ethnic diversity within the state. 

Data collection 

 Because this study is qualitative in nature, I gathered data via two commonly 

employed sources in such research: interviews with participants and document analysis 

(i.e. CVs, publications, and field notes from my interviews). Creswell (2003) cites 

numerous limitations in relying on these sources. In terms of interviews, he writes that 

the information gathered might be biased due to either the interviewee’s own filtered 

perspective or the presence of the researcher. Additionally, interviews typically take 

place in a non-natural field setting (in terms of both time and place), which could 

influence participant responses. Such critiques could be irrelevant to this particular 

research, though, since I am relying on CRT as a theoretical and methodological 

framework. CRT does not pretend to be non-biased nor does it claim to be derived from a 

natural setting. CRT openly acknowledges bias in seeking to expose racism and 

interviews are a common methodology used by CRT researchers. In relation to document 

analysis, Creswell states that limitations might include inaccessibility of information and 

missing documentation. Also, it might also be time consuming to locate hard-to-find 

documentation and to subsequently scan documentation when it is not in an electronic 

format. 

Researcher positionality 

 My positionality as the researcher in this study may have influenced it in several 

ways. First, I expected to uncover instances of racism in this research since a central tenet 
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of CRT is that racism is a societal norm (Alemán & Alemán, 2010; Bergeson, 2003; 

Crenshaw, et al., 1995; DeCuir & Dixon, 2004; Solózano, 1997; Solórzano, et al., 2000; 

Taylor, et al., 2009). I would have, therefore, considered it abnormal if I did not find 

instances of racism upon analyzing my data. Second, I approached this research with my 

own embodiment of both non-privileged and privileged identities. My non-privileged 

identities in this particular context included my gender identity (female), my relatively 

young age, and my status as a graduate student seeking to research tenured faculty. 

Conversely, my privileged identities in this particular context included my White racial 

background, my heterosexual orientation, my level of education, and my middle class 

socioeconomic status. There may be additional identities I represent that could have 

affected this research as well. From the start, though, it was important for me to rely upon 

existing networks (i. e. diversity offices and acquaintances of my committee members) to 

recruit participants because of the ways in which my privileged and non-privileged 

identities could have affected my access. Once my study was underway, I maintained a 

personal journal throughout the entire research process and I included an auto-

ethnographic component in the final write-up (see Chapter V) in an effort to mediate and 

monitor the ways in which my identities impacted this study. 

My use of CRT in this study required that I pay special attention to my own racial 

background. As a White researcher conducting a study comprised of participants who 

were people of color, I realize that I approached this research as an outsider belonging to 

a privileged social identity group that has historically oppressed people of color. In 

accordance with Bergeson (2003), I am also aware that my use of CRT in particular could 

be seen as an attempt to both personally profit from and control the voices of people of 
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color for whom CRT was originally envisioned. Therefore, in taking Parker and Lynn’s 

(2009) advice to avoid such pitfalls, I focused on connecting this research to the exposure 

of racism via the explicit use of my participants’ original words. As such, one 

overarching code I used in analyzing my data was “discrimination/oppression,” to 

highlight the ways in which racism and other “isms” manifested, thus increasing their 

exposure. Furthermore, I relied on Owen’s (2009) contention that, “Whites with well-

developed, reflective understandings of oppression who understand and acknowledge this 

fact are in the unique position of being able to utilize this privilege against itself” (p. 

203). I first sought to directly engage my privilege and its potential effects on my study 

via a personal journal in which I recorded my thoughts and emotions throughout the 

research process. Second, I discussed this aspect of my positionality during my peer 

debriefing sessions and thus was able to reflect with a faculty member of color who could 

challenge and/or affirm my approach to and analysis of this study. And third, I attempted 

to provide the verbatim statements of my faculty participants whenever possible to allow 

their messages to be communicated rather than my own. My awareness of my privilege 

throughout this research, therefore, hopefully assisted me in seeking to diminish its 

effects. 

As Bergeson (2003) described, White researchers engaging in work that utilizes 

the tenets of CRT can help to promote its legitimacy. Unfortunately, privilege and 

legitimacy often go together in society. However, the privilege I brought to this study 

may facilitate a further legitimating of this topical area within the historically dominant 

culture in academia since I as a White researcher am a member of that group and, 

therefore, am potentially in a better position to access it. Conversely, I am aware that I 
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cannot necessarily name myself as an ally to people of color and others of oppressed 

social identity groups because of my dominant culture affiliation. It is my hope, though, 

that my approach to this research and the ultimate utilization of its findings will allow my 

participants to name me as an ally in seeking to overcome discrimination that might be 

manifested via the manipulation or withholding of academic freedom. Liddle (in 

Anderson & Middleton, 2010) states that, “Allies are sometimes more successful than 

targeted populations in changing attitudes because of the allies’ privileges as members of 

the dominant group” (p. 254). Regardless of whether or not my participants name me as 

an ally, I will seek to make use of my privilege via my access to the dominant group to 

communicate information that challenges our privilege. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Findings 

 The dominant culture narrative is that academic freedom is neutral for all faculty, 

regardless of their social identities. In this chapter, I present stories that are counter to this 

dominant culture narrative. In Chapter IV, I present the first set of counter-stories via a 

traditional thematic analysis. These counter-stories evince that faculty of color can 

differently experience academic freedom; it is not neutral. In Chapter V, I present another 

counter-story in a narrative format, which is a strategy often employed in CRT research. 

This counter-story in Chapter V demonstrates that faculty of color can in fact use their 

academic freedom to explore and resist discrimination and oppression. After the in-depth 

analysis of my participants’ interview transcripts, as well as their publications and CVs, I 

was able to construct these counter-stories based on overarching themes in the data.  

In Chapter IV, I first provide a brief introduction of each participant in an effort to 

familiarize readers with participants’ contexts. These introductions include the year in 

which participants earned tenure, as well as their self-articulated social identities and 

their definitions of academic freedom. I then present the results of my thematic analysis 

in relation to my three primary research questions.  

My first research question asks, how do faculty of color believe that academic 

freedom affects their experiences with teaching, service, and research? In response to this 

question, I explore the numerous themes that emerged in relation to each of the areas 

specified: teaching, service, and research. Under teaching, I present four themes. First, 

the theme “lack of previous consideration” relates to the ways in which participants had 

not had to actively reflect upon their academic freedom in the classroom. Second, the 
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theme “protection” demonstrates how some participants recognized the necessary 

protection that academic freedom afforded them in the realm of teaching. Third, the 

theme “tailoring course content” describes how participants believed academic freedom 

allowed them to modify their courses to reflect their own interests. And fourth, the theme 

“responsible engagement” showcases how participants did not misuse their academic 

freedom to engage in behaviors that promoted classroom incivility.  

Under service, I present three themes. One, “freedom to say yes or no” relates to 

the ways in which participants described how academic freedom may or may not have 

allowed them to accept or decline the service activities of their choice. Two, participants 

again demonstrated their “responsible engagement” of their academic freedom, this time 

in the realm of service. Three, participants outlined how “the impact of money” could 

affect one’s academic freedom in relation to service.  

Under research, I outline three themes. First, many participants communicated a 

sense of “freedom to pursue one’s research of choice.” Second, the theme “responsible 

engagement” appeared yet again in terms of participants’ approach to research. And third, 

some participants revealed their “lack of confidence” that academic freedom would 

protect them in the realm of research.   

My second research question asks, to what extent do faculty of color believe that 

their social identities, including race or ethnicity, influence their ability to enact their 

academic freedom? In relation to this question, I present five themes. First, I highlight 

how the limitations of being pigeonholed can affect one’s academic freedom; “the effects 

of being a pigeonholed.” Second, the theme “inequality of application” explores how 

participants did not believe academic freedom was equally applied to or accessed by all 
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faculty. Third, I underscore how participants believed academic freedom offered them 

“no protection against negative identity-based scrutiny.” Fourth, I demonstrate how some 

participants had engaged in “self-protection/censorship” to maintain their access to and 

success in the dominant culture of the academy. And fifth, the theme “a change with 

tenure” illustrates that the majority of participants regarded their academic freedom 

differently before and after tenure. 

Finally, my third research questions asks, how do faculty of color believe that 

discrimination and/or oppression influence their ability to enact their academic freedom? 

In response to this question, I reveal the ways in which discrimination and oppression 

emerged in the data via four themes. The theme “cannot be sure” describes how 

participants were not always sure if or how they were experiencing discrimination, thus 

they were not always sure if or how it affected their ability to enact their academic 

freedom. Second, the theme “hearing other horror stories” explains how numerous 

participants reported hearing horror stories about the discriminatory experiences of other 

faculty of color in the academy, some of which brought tangible consequences to those 

faculty members’ academic freedom. Next, the theme “of course I’ve experienced 

discrimination” alludes to the participants in this study that could readily name instances 

of discrimination they had encountered in the academy. These experiences could have 

served to delegitimize both them and their work and, therefore, diminish their enactment 

of their academic freedom to pursue such work. And finally, “wearing you down” 

describes how participants could be so exhausted by the long-term discrimination and 

oppression they experienced in the academy that they no longer had the desire and/or the 

energy to fully enact their academic freedom.  
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Participant introductions 

Dr. Aliaga 

 Dr. Aliaga earned tenure the same month in which I interviewed her in 2012 and 

she had a dual appointment in both an ethnic studies department and a humanities 

department. She self-identified as Chicana and queer. While she did not identify her 

political affiliation when I asked her which were her most salient social identities in the 

academy, she often alluded to her politics in both our interview and in her publications. 

In response to my question regarding how her identities were salient, she stated,  

Well, they commit me to a kind of inquiry and to a way of engaging my 
inquiries….Well Lat Crit asks us always to begin from an asset-driven 
assumption, and that's what I do. So if I'm doing work in the community, I start 
there. I kind of refuse deficit-driven assumptions about whole communities. And 
understand the queer part reminds me to understand heterogeneity as something 
more than, you know, equalized differences or normalized heterogeneity. But as 
differences with material consequences, material import, and really different 
histories. And so the Chicana identity also asks me to be action oriented in work 
that I do. So thinking about, you know, the function of the work that I do and the 
consequences. What's at stake. And…the non-normative. Being attentive to the 
power of norms to restrict what the non-normative can accomplish. So those are 
why I think those two [Chicana and queer identities] are relevant to my work and 
to my identity as a scholar. 

 
Rather than her race or ethnicity consistently rising to the top when she discussed her 

experiences, she gave equal weight to her two identities of Chicana and queer. As she 

described, each identity informed and complemented the other in terms of the work she 

pursued as an academic.   

 Regarding her definition of academic freedom, she described,  

I would define academic freedom as the right to pursue knowledge, the right to 
express knowledge, the right to…I'll use a cliché, but to speak truth to 
power….The right to inquire. The right to read….The right to teach students. 
Knowledge is in context, you know? And those contested histories, you know 
mostly that's a right and a responsibility to complicate the process of production 
of knowledge for students. That's really important and I think that that right and 
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responsibility is part of academic freedom. Right? The kind of inquiry that 
complicates and doesn't allow us to settle always comfortably under the umbrella 
of truth….So I guess that would be a more nuanced definition. So I think the right 
to pursue and produce and speak knowledge. 

 
Dr. Aliaga’s definition of academic freedom referenced social identity when she stated it 

allowed professors the right to teach “contested histories.” She was referring to non-

dominant cultural histories (e.g. queer people, immigrants, people of color, women, etc.). 

And she demonstrated agency in her definition when she stated, “you know mostly that’s 

a right and a responsibility to complicate the process of production of knowledge for 

students.” She viewed academic freedom as an important structural support for her 

engagement in this work.  

Dr. Alejandra 

 Dr. Alejandra earned tenure in 2008 and she had an appointment in an education 

department. Upon our initial contact via email, she outlined, “I am of mixed race - white 

mother, black/native American father.  I typically will list my race as mixed 

race.  Otherwise, I am sometimes listed as black and on my medical forms I am listed as 

white.” During our actual interview, she further outlined how she identified. 

My most salient social identities?...First it's a woman. That I'm a female academic 
in what I think of as still a very male dominated world in the academy….I'm often 
aware of the need to temper my tendency to have a fairly sharp tongue with a 
smile so that it doesn't come off as being a bitch….So I think that's the first thing. 
As a person of color…I probably am constantly reading the tealeaves…to try to 
gauge when I can talk about controversial subjects and with whom. When 
controversial subjects have to do with how people of color experience the world 
[and] how students of color experience the academy….So I think that you can 
have these cases where as a woman and as a woman of color, you're constantly 
sort of recognizing that…while people are looking at you as…an academic, 
they're also seeing you as a woman and a woman of color. And responding to you 
in part at least with that perspective in mind. 

 



 92 

Dr. Alejandra positioned her salient social identities in relation to discrimination and 

oppression because, as she later revealed, these identities had many times drawn racist 

and sexist responses from colleagues. First, she strongly identified as a woman in what 

she saw as the “male dominated world” of academia. She knew that her female identity 

was stereotyped and that the way in which she presented herself mattered if she wanted to 

avoid being labeled as a “bitch.” Second, she described her race as “mixed race” or 

“person of color.” This identity served to doubly marginalize her when others negatively 

responded to her not only as a woman, but as a woman of color. For Dr. Alejandra, her 

gender identity and racial identity were not separate.  

 Dr. Alejandra defined academic freedom as,  

I think it could be defined in several ways. One…way has to do with being able to 
study what you want without…fear of recrimination short of…doing something 
illegal. And that's important to an academic because…you become an academic 
because you like learning. And it's something that you tend to be really good at. 
And so the academic freedom to be able to say well you know, I'm really 
interested in this subject now and I want to take this out for a spin and see where 
it lands me….is really important. Academic freedom…is also important from the 
standpoint of feeling like you have….something to say and that you have the right 
to say it. Within reason…you could say something that would land you in a bunch 
of hot water. You always have to be careful. But…that’s sort of political stuff 
that…you have to try to find a fine line with. I'm conscious of it now during an 
election. What I post on facebook. You know I'm always cognizant of how 
closely am I treading the line in terms of whether I'm perceived of as a deficit in 
my university. 

 
First, she positioned academic freedom as protecting her interests as a learner in the 

academy. She was free to study what she wanted and did not have to fear 

“recrimination;” academic freedom allowed for experimentation. Second, Dr. Alejandra 

described academic freedom as a right that allowed her to voice what she felt she needed 

and wanted to say. Academic freedom supported her agency in that sense. Yet she was 

aware that there were lines that could be crossed or perceived as being crossed. She 
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stated, “within reason” and “short of…doing something illegal.” She saw her academic 

freedom as a right, but she also saw it as a responsibility. Those who had academic 

freedom should not misuse it. Yet she also signaled that the contentious nature of the 

current political environment could cause one to “land…in a bunch of hot water.” 

Therefore, she saw a need to be savvy with her academic freedom. She was careful with 

her facebook posts and was clear about when she was giving a personal opinion.  She 

knew that whether or not it was deserved, entering controversial realms could bring 

unwanted attention and Dr. Alejandra did not want to be seen as a “deficit” to her 

institution. Therefore, her definition of academic freedom encompassed her viewpoint 

that one needs to be both responsible and savvy with one’s academic freedom.   

Dr. Brunay 

 Dr. Brunay earned tenure in 2010 and was in an education department. When 

asked which were her most salient social identities in the academy, she responded, 

Sometimes it shifts….If I think about my whole trajectory, I think my most salient 
identity was being a first generation college student and graduate student because 
it involved…having to always learn what to do next….And so I guess, you know, 
I mean my background is, I'm mixed. I have mainly Black, I mean…mainly 
White and Puerto Rican. And then my mother was mixed race Puerto Rican. 
But…because my scholarship isn't about necessarily about race in and of itself, I 
think in the academy, that's been less salient for me than other scholars that study 
race and ethnicity…I think the social class is more salient. 
 

Dr. Brunay’s most prominent identity in the academy was as a first generation graduate 

student of low socioeconomic status (SES), maybe because that identity implied the 

academy was a foreign place to her. She said she was “having to always learn what to do 

next;” she did not have an inherited knowledge base of the norms of the academy.  She 

also identified a woman of color (mixed race). Because she was mixed race, “I've always 

felt like I could at least learn how to navigate within different worlds.” This comment 
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reflects the concept of code-switching where someone is able to easily function within 

multiple cultures (Sadao, 2003). Intersectionality was prominent in the way she described 

her social identities too. Her female identity was often present, but the identity 

combination of first generation/low SES/person of color was her most salient profile in 

terms of their effect on her experiences. 

Her definition of academic freedom was succinct; “I would define it as the right to 

say what I want to say and teach what I want to teach [and] write what I want to write. 

Without restrictions.” This definition was inwardly focused in that she described the 

rights academic freedom afforded her personally. 

Dr. Darrett 

 Dr. Darrett’s faculty position was in an ethnic studies department and he earned 

tenure in 2010. He described his social identities as follows:  

I would say certainly professor….Number one. Number two, mentor….And 
number three, probably my own racial identity. So African American….And male 
is somewhere on there, but that would probably be way at the bottom. I don't 
mean way at the bottom, probably in the middle somewhere, but it's not 
something I reference. Being male. But I would say professor, mentor, cuz that's 
what I do a lot. And African American. Those three. 

 
Dr. Darrett identified as a professor and mentor throughout our conversation. His racial 

identity, though, was salient in that he was affiliated with an ethnic studies department 

and, therefore, was constantly engaging issues of race in his teaching, service, and 

research. It did seem as if his male identity was less salient based on our conversation. 

For example, one of Dr. Darrett’s research areas was the Black power movement. While 

he did not necessarily name it in his scholarship, Black males dominated the Black power 

movement. His gender identity was present in his work, but he did not call specific 

attention to it. 
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According to Dr. Darrett, academic freedom was earned by going through the 

rigors of a PhD program and the earning of tenure; faculty were rewarded for their 

efforts.  

I would define academic freedom as an ability for a scholar/professor who has 
earned the right to have the academic freedom that the PhD affords and the tenure 
process affords to investigate questions that are central to their research and to 
some of the things they want to uncover. And to do that openly and honestly, and 
to do that with a certain kind of vitality and a certain kind of freedom of thought 
and expression. And not feel constrained by the subject matter and the material. 
So, when you go out into the world, and in the cases of universities and colleges 
it’s the classroom, when you go into the classroom to teach and to present your 
ideas….I think what academic freedom means to me is just to teach my subject 
matter freely…..Without someone politicizing it or somebody calling it in 
question. 

 
His answer indicated that he believed academic freedom existed for professors prior to 

tenure as well as after in that he separated the PhD from the tenure process; “the PhD 

afford[ed]” it and the tenure process added to it. Academic freedom ensured “vitality” in 

his work, meaning he was able to freely think and express himself. He earned that 

freedom by completing the expected milestones in academia. 

Dr. Dekar 

Dr. Dekar achieved tenure in 2010 and he was in an ethnic studies department. In 

terms of his location in the academy and his social identities, he stated,  

Well I guess I'm a faculty member in humanities. I mean, I'm actually in social 
sciences, my department is in social sciences. But my work is humanities. I'm of 
South Asian origin. Muslim origin…male. 

 
He aligned himself with four identities: faculty member, South Asian, Muslim, and male. 

Due to the extent to which he ultimately focused on his Muslim identity, though, I would 

say that this identity in particular was most salient. Despite the fact that being Muslim 
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does not reflect a race or ethnicity, again, it is an identity that has been racialized (May & 

Sleeter, 2010).  

In defining academic freedom, Dr. Dekar stated, “the freedom to publish 

one's research results no matter what their political or social implications or…objections 

they may create among segments of society.” Dr. Dekar’s definition of academic freedom 

was limited in that he only referenced freedom in research. While he eventually 

contextualized his academic freedom in his teaching, this definition foreshadowed his 

unease with his academic freedom in the context of service. 

Dr. Edwards 

Dr. Edwards was in an interdisciplinary department that was most closely aligned 

with education. Similar to Dr. Aliaga, he earned tenure the same month in which I 

interviewed him in 2012. What was interesting about my interview with Dr. Edwards, 

though, is that he did not initially list his race or gender identity as salient to him in the 

academy despite the fact that these social identities were common and explicit threads 

that ran throughout all of his academic responsibilities. When I first asked him which 

identities were salient to him, he stated, “Collaborator. I think I'm very collaborative. And 

I have an identity…I'm creative. I come up with a lot of ideas, brainstorming.” I then 

specifically asked how his race or ethnicity was salient. He began to answer this follow 

up question, but as he progressed in his answer, his demeanor increasingly communicated 

surprise. He seemed to be taken aback and particularly thoughtful. Our conversation then 

went as follows, 

E: Everything I do I think is focused on marginalized individuals…people of 
color. And hopefully now it's getting focused more African American males, but 
that's a slow process. I'm placed on committees for diversity reasons. I'm on some 
diversity initiatives. I don't know if I can answer that question. Because I'm not 
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quite sure how fully I'm perceived. But I don't think there is a conversation about 
me that is absent of race, on some level, on some degree. What was the original 
question? What role?  
 
H: Which are your most salient social identities and how is your race or ethnicity 
salient?  
 
E: Huh. That's interesting. I mean, in terms of a critique of me. Why would I not 
[have named my race as salient]? 
 

With his last statement in particular, he seemed truly surprised that he had not named his 

race. He paused for a brief moment, presumably reflecting on this point. Dr. Edwards 

then proceeded to reflect on a potential incident of discrimination/oppression he 

experienced in graduate school. After relaying this incident to me, he seemed to settle on 

the realization that this incident was an early acculturation experience to the dominant 

culture of the academy that ultimately led to his failure to identify his racial/ethnic and 

gender identity in our interview. I describe this incident in detail when I respond to my 

third research question.  

 Dr. Edwards defined academic freedom by way of metaphor: 

I guess I would define it as the ability to research…and investigate what you want 
with less of a time constraint and less of a concern about its evaluation… 
significantly impacting your…ability to continue doing work. And I think there is 
still an evaluative process, but you're less worried about the evaluation keeping 
you from continuing to do your work or the evaluation being overly punitive….I 
guess I would define it more as the…ability to enjoy the journey…And not just 
get permission…to continue on the journey. You know when you're starting off 
you're just trying to prove that you are worthy of taking this journey. And with 
academic freedom, you get a chance to really enjoy the journey. You know, you 
still have to do things like stay on the road, you still have to things to make sure 
you have enough gas and a sound vehicle. But then you get to enjoy the little 
simple things. And not worry about…if you are driving too slow or too fast. 
 

He described that academic freedom did not free one from evaluation, but that “you’re 

less worried about the evaluation keeping you from continuing to do your work or the 

evaluation being overly punitive.” Academic freedom allowed for healthy academic 
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critique rather than policing. Yet Dr. Edwards indicated that with this freedom came the 

responsibility to engage it appropriately; “you still have to do things like stay on the road, 

you still have to do things to make sure you have enough gas and a sound vehicle.” When 

a faculty member had academic freedom and “stay[ed] on the road,” that person could, in 

turn, enjoy the journey in academia.  

Dr. Liner 

 Dr. Liner was in an interdisciplinary department that was humanities based and he 

earned tenure in 2008. When asked to describe his salient social identities in the 

academy, our conversation went as follows:  

L: I think there are concentric circles. And if we were to ask my colleagues, it is 
that I'm the grad advisor and the vice chair…I think…you go to the students, they 
see me as a really disciplining and…I would say, engaging teacher....Then I think 
if you go to the campus, I would say before this last year, if anyone thought of me 
at all, I was Native Studies scholar….That's all good and I'm fine with everything 
I just said. Unfortunately, I think in the last 6 months I've now been slowly 
moved…not by my own choice, into someone who is perhaps much more of a 
political activist than I have attempted or wanted to be.  
 
H: Ok. And to what extent is your race or ethnicity salient to you in the academy?  

 
L: Well, I believe it has been a factor when departments or search committees 
have considered my candidacy because they see someone who approaches my 
research topic from perhaps a borderland identity. Like the people I study. And so 
while I might not share the identity of them, I share the social context of them of 
being peripheral to mainstream society. And therefore I straddle a bridge, a…“I'm 
like them, but I'm not like them status.”.…And I think that it's served me well 
when people understand what I bring to the table as a professor.…I think that the 
question itself is hard because we don't know…people's motivations for why a lot 
of stuff happens. So I may think they want my perspective on an advisory board 
because I work in Native Studies. But for all I know they want me on their 
advisory board because I'm a gay male. I don't know. What I think is salient is 
what I just said. But I would imagine there's other components to it that I just can't 
see. 
 

First, when Dr. Liner mentioned his supposed political identity, he was introducing me to 

a high profile controversy in which he found himself embroiled. This controversy led to 
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what he and other colleagues believed was an infringement of his academic freedom. 

This incident is described in detail later in this chapter. Second, when he finally did get to 

the point of discussing the salience of his race and ethnicity, he described that he 

considered such things to be of importance in thinking about a particular person’s 

contribution to the academy. He knew that the inclusion of people from non-dominant 

cultural backgrounds provided opportunities for institutions of higher education to show 

their constituents different ways of thinking and being. Interestingly, though, he failed to 

openly identify his Mexican race and/or ethnicity in this section (he did eventually in the 

interview, but not here when specifically asked about it). He somewhat deflected from 

the personal in terms of his racial background. He did, however, directly name his 

identity as a gay male. Yet he asserted that one could not always be sure how race or 

ethnicity, sexual orientation, and gender identity played a role in how others responded to 

him. For him, racism and heterosexism were covert, moving targets.   

 In defining academic freedom, he stated, “The ability to apply a critical lens to…a 

variety of subjects including those most controversial. The ability to pursue one's 

research projects without hindrance and barriers that are unreasonable for any 

other…scholar regardless of its controversial matter.” Dr. Liner’s definition of academic 

freedom again foreshadowed the controversy he experienced and how that controversy 

had now shaped his framing of academic freedom. Interestingly, he implied that there 

should be a common understanding and application of academic freedom amongst 

scholars; “without hindrance and barriers that are unreasonable for any other scholar.”  
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Dr. Myeong 

 Dr. Myeong was in an ethnic studies department and she earned tenure in 2007. 

She self-identified as a female, a historian, and a Korean American, which she 

specifically rank ordered after initially answering my question regarding her most salient 

social identities. She explicated her identities as follows: 

Historian. Female. And Korean. Korean American I should say [laughs]. Because 
we have a dispute amongst ourselves about how Korean Americans tend to be 
different from Koreans from Korea. So there's those of us who got our degrees 
from American universities. But Korean Americans like me came as immigrants. 
And there are other faculty members who came as graduate students. And they 
have a very different perspective on things. So I guess I should say Korean 
American. Not just Korean, right?  

 
By describing how her nationality influenced the way in which she identified, she 

contextualized for me a divide that existed within her racial/ethnic community. Amongst 

her community, nationality mattered. Throughout both our interview and her work, Dr. 

Myeong consistently positioned her female identity alongside her Korean American 

identity. For example, she oftentimes wrote on Asia and she named feminist frameworks 

in her publications. These identities were almost always present in combination in her 

work, which she affirmed in our interview. 

In providing her definition of academic freedom, she stated the following:  

It's fairly straight forward in the sense that I would be able to teach what I would 
like to teach, provided of course it's in the parameter of what the field requires, 
right? And that I would be able to publish…my research without having to worry 
about the consequences. Again, provided that I observe certain academic 
rules….So in that sense I don't necessarily feel that my academic freedom in any 
way has been impinged upon. I mean I do participate in demonstrations and I feel 
very fortunate that I have a colleague in the department who…has been sort of 
with me on these issues and various issues. And we go to demonstrations 
together. And I don't know, there may be some faculty who may feel that that's an 
issue, but so far that hasn't been public. Privately they may talk about those issues. 
Publicly, so far, officially I haven't been really called upon to explain myself. 
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Rather than give a general definition of academic freedom, Dr. Myeong framed it as 

being able to teach and research what she specifically wanted. Additionally, she set 

boundaries around this definition by saying that what she did in the academy needed to 

fall within the parameters of her field. She defined academic freedom in a way that 

reflected responsibility; she could not just do whatever she wanted. And even from the 

beginning she framed academic freedom as supporting her agency to engage in 

demonstrations, which was in line with her commitment to issues of social justice in 

Asia. In providing her definition of academic freedom, she stated that hers had not “been 

impinged upon.” Dr. Myeong instantly identified that she was aware academic freedom 

did not provide unshakable protection; she knew it could be infringed. Thus far, however, 

she had not experienced any open challenges and she contrasted her experiences to such 

challenges. She acknowledged there could have been private questioning of her actions, 

but that she had not “been really called upon to explain” herself. In summation, academic 

freedom protected her as an individual academic, so long as she remained within the 

parameters of her field. 

Dr. Parker 

 Dr. Parker was in a science department and he earned tenure in 2008. He 

identified his salient social identities as follows:  

I think what most people see me as, you know, White [science] professor. I'm 
actually Hispanic….My mom's Mexican. I'm a good study in recessive genes….I 
guess I identify myself as, I don't know, a Hispanic [scientist]?  

 
As he described, he identified as a Hispanic, but he looked like a White male. I must 

admit that when he agreed to participate in my study, I myself thought he was a dominant 

culture White male (upon seeing his picture) and thought that he had mistakenly 



 102 

responded to my solicitation email. His name did not hint at a Hispanic identity, either. 

He was easily able to pass in the White dominant culture of the academy. Yet he strongly 

aligned with his non-White Hispanic identity and, thus, identified separately from the 

dominant White culture.  

Dr. Parker also provided a succinct definition of academic freedom. He stated, “I 

guess being able to pursue ideas that I want to pursue without any outside interference 

from…other members of the university.” This definition was inwardly focused. It gave 

him the ability to pursue ideas of his choice. And he specifically positioned his freedom 

to do so against “interference” from other members of the university. His definition was 

not combative, yet it indicated that he knew he had freedom from internal policing of 

colleagues. He did what he felt was right for him in the academy and he knew academic 

freedom protected him in those endeavors.  

Dr. Pham 

 Dr. Pham was granted tenure in 2009. Different from all other participants in this 

study, he was a medical doctor. And, different from all other participants in this study, he 

thoroughly tried to distance himself from his social identities during our interview by 

stating on more than one occasion that his identities in no way impacted him in the 

academy. After some prompting and explanation on my part, he commented, “There are a 

couple characteristics about me, obviously race, my name. You know that I am Asian by 

race….I'm a foreign medical graduate by training. So those would be things that would 

[tell you] I belong to a distinct minority.” Yet he clarified,  

However…I don't think that they [race and foreign status] are of such weight or 
importance that I relate to [them]. In other words, when I'm functioning day to 
day at work, I'm not specifically thinking about situations that I encounter with 
my race or with my background in mind. In other words, it [race] is not salient.  
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Towards the end of our interview, he returned to my question of which were his most 

salient social identities in the academy.  

I found none to be of salience. But if you were to ask me if there are two things 
that would distinguish me from others that would concern identity that if I sat 
around and twiddled my thumbs and thought a lot about, and I'm saying that 
facetiously. Because what I'm trying to say is that they are, as you can see in my 
conversations, they were irrelevant in my life….That doesn't mean that that's the 
case in general. It just means that I was fortunate, perhaps, to have had such an 
existence.  

 
Dr. Pham ultimately understood what I was asking with this question and indicated that 

he identified as both Asian (in terms of race and origin) and as a foreign medical 

graduate. But due to his vigor in downplaying the significance of these identities, it was 

apparent that he wanted to separate himself from them, especially his racial identity. And 

he separated himself from other people of color; “That doesn’t mean that that’s the case 

in general. It just means that I was fortunate.” He seemed comfortable with his foreign 

medical graduate identity, but he wanted to make clear that his race was irrelevant in the 

academy. He did not take offense to my questioning, but again, it was clear he wanted to 

make more than sure that I did not assume he was in any way negatively affected by his 

race. It was as if he did not want me to see him as a person of color. 

 Dr. Pham defined academic freedom as follows:  

I think academic freedom…would allow me to…voice my opinion, write 
commentaries that would not constitute grounds for dismissal. Which is the fear 
that prevents people from voicing opinions when it comes to publishing and such. 
And that's my perception and I think people should feel free to do that. And I 
think I'm not in political science so I'm probably going to skirt that issue less 
often. I'm not studying an area of medicine that is, has a lot of political 
controversial issues. 

 
Dr. Pham saw academic freedom as allowing him to voice his opinion and “write 

commentaries” without consequence of losing his job and he believed that academics 
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should be able to do that. He implied that those who did not have academic freedom 

feared losing their job and, therefore, censored themselves “when it comes to publishing 

and such.” He differentiated himself from others; he had academic freedom and was 

protected. But he immediately tied his definition of academic freedom to controversy in 

research. Dr. Pham positioned himself as not engaging in medical research that has 

historically been controversial, suggesting that academic freedom did not necessarily 

come into play often for him. Yet he later added that he now had the protection of tenure, 

thus signaling that the protections afforded him by academic freedom were augmented.  

Dr. Rheeda 

 Dr. Rheeda had a dual appointment in an ethnic studies department and a 

humanities department. She earned tenure in 2009. While Dr. Rheeda tended to provide 

lengthy answers to my questions, she gave her most rapid and succinct answer in 

responding to my question, “Which are your most salient social identities in the 

academy?” This question was the easiest for her to answer; her identities were extremely 

salient to her in the academy.  

R: Race and gender.  
 
H: Race and gender? Ok. How would you describe your race and gender?  
 
R: Female, mixed race. 

 
I moved on in my questioning, but she interrupted to explain further.  
 

I should say something about race. Like a lot of mixed race people of Black and 
White descent, I do have a strong socially Black identity. So I present myself as 
an American, or rather, as an African American in the classroom. I'm 
Black….And for lots of African Americans who are biracial, that's of no 
consequence. But for me, it is of consequence. And it has a lot to do with my 
identity. And I do write a lot about the way in which a lot of biracial people have 
a dual identity of mixed and Black. Those of us who are that, right? So that's an 
important thing to say. 
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She consistently paired her female identity and her mixed race identity. But because she 

was so cognizant of their salience, she took the time to specifically unpack and 

contextualize her race for me. Her mixed race identity was strong, but she aligned herself 

with a “strong socially Black identity,” which she described as common to people of her 

racial background.  

 When I asked her to define academic freedom, Dr. Rheeda responded,  

I guess that I think that the way that academic freedom has been earned materially 
is by scholars who have insisted on gaining access to…items that can then be 
considered in the light of day by scholars who are analytic and objective, sort of 
theoretically objective….But from my perspective, it's really about freedom of 
expression….The idea of speaking truth to power….I do feel like as an employee 
of the university, it's [academic freedom] a huge privilege….And so I feel that it's 
important to kind of fulfill the mission of the university. I wouldn't want to 
undermine the mission of the university….[But] I don't know if I would call it 
freedom. I would call it autonomy. Because I don't even know how much I 
believe in freedom. Freedom is never free! [laughs]….But autonomy…I would 
say. 

 
Dr. Rheeda defined academic freedom as allowing for freedom of expression and 

exploration in the academy. And it allowed one to challenge the dominant discourse; 

“The idea of speaking truth to power.” Yet she also saw academic freedom as a privilege, 

thus binding her to the responsibility of upholding the mission of the university. After 

thinking it through, though, Dr. Rheeda chose to define her academic freedom in a way 

that communicated she did not even believe it truly exists. Instead, she stated she had 

“autonomy.” She was able to freely choose her path in the academy, but the paths she 

chose might not have been free of consequence.  

Dr. Tan 

 Dr. Tan earned tenure in 2010 and was affiliated with a science department. When 

I first asked him to identify his most salient social identities in the academy, he had 
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difficulty answering the question and repeatedly asked for clarification and guidance. 

Eventually, he stated,  

I don't really have a strong identity to be honest. And particularly in the [science] 
field. You'd see a lot of Indian, Chinese, Greek, Turkish, those are people who 
[are] actually top in their country [that] move here. They call [it] brain drain for 
those countries. In fact actually Caucasian White is minority. So I don't 
necessarily feel like, sometimes I feel like a commodity. Too many people like 
me in the area. So I don't really have a strong identity. 

 
Dr. Tan ultimately revealed that he was from Taiwan, thus adding the identity component 

of nationality. He described that in his field, he believed his foreign identity background 

did not set him apart because there were numerous foreign born faculty “in the area.” 

Therefore, his social identity profile did not necessarily prompt him to actively reflect 

upon his identities in the academy, unlike someone else whose social identity profile 

might be entirely unique in a particular department.  

 I asked Dr. Tan how he would define academic freedom. For him, academic 

freedom allowed a faculty member to make statements without “external interference,” 

but he described that these statements should be “based on your scientific training and 

judgment.”  

Well, academic freedom is to…feel like you are able to make a statement or claim 
based on your scientific training and judgment. Based on proof that you… 
discovered through your research. And not be subject to any external 
interference….It could be politically motivated or could be some sort of special 
interest treatment type of interference. And the freedom is not to…have the fear 
that I will piss off someone. And [I] can twist [the] arm of my supervisor or my 
superior, and she can impose pressure on me. That's how I see academic freedom. 
But of course that means that we bear the pressure, the faculty, to be very careful 
of the statement[s] we make. In the claims and assertions that we make. It [has] to 
be…based on scientific evidence….It has to be able to sustain scrutiny. It can be 
replicated. It's not based on my personal preferences or my personal opinion.  

 
Dr. Tan limited his definition of academic freedom in that he described a faculty member 

should espouse only what can be supported by evidence. He was a faculty member in a 
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scientific field, which could relate to why he adhered to the requirement of having 

evidence. However, his definition differed from all others in this study in that he almost 

completely excised his “personal preferences” and his “personal opinion” from what he 

believed academic freedom protected. Again, there needed to be evidence backing his 

statements. 

Dr. Tren 

 Dr. Tren was in an education-related department and earned tenure in 2011. 

Similar to Dr. Tan, Dr. Tren’s racial or ethnic identity was not as salient to him in the 

academy. Instead, he most often discussed his young age.  

I can tell you what half jokingly…so I go into the student cafeteria to get coffee 
and sometimes they will ask me if I'm a graduate student….But I take it as a 
compliment. I'm almost 33 years old….I came from China originally…So yeah, 
you know, Asian, Chinese and…I think in the department I'm probably regarded 
as one of the younger faculty members. 
 

Dr. Tren did not mention his gender identity and after he briefly revealed his race and 

ethnicity and national origin, he returned to a discussion of his young age. Because he 

was a male of Asian descent, I suspect that his race and ethnicity and his gender identity 

were not as salient to him because he was not a member of groups that were 

underrepresented at his institution. Rather, his young age set him apart. 

By way of definition, Dr. Tren described,  

For our pretty well defined discipline, I would actually think that academic 
freedom is the ability for you to choose projects that you would like to work on 
and to choose the angle that you would like to contribute to the field. We interface 
with psychologists, behavioral scientists, medical researchers, education 
researchers of course. And it's even that flexibility of picking and choosing who 
you work with. And then not being bound by the preference of your department 
chair or the background of your dean or the university's general preference on 
which are the areas that they would like to emphasize more. 
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Right away he positioned himself as being within a well-defined discipline. Therefore, he 

concretely described that academic freedom supported his ability to choose the type of 

work in which he engaged and the colleagues with whom he chose to work. And 

interestingly, he described academic freedom as providing a buffer between his interests 

and that of administrators and the larger university; academic freedom offered him 

internal protection. 

Research questions 

Following this introduction of my participants, I present my analysis. Again, the 

themes I explore are structured in relation to my three main research questions. 

Research question 1: How do faculty of color believe that academic freedom affects their 

teaching, research, and service? 

Teaching 

 Between the three main responsibilities of teaching, service, and research, the 

majority of participants in this study seemed most confident engaging their academic 

freedom in the realm of teaching. This confidence can be reflected in a lack of previous 

consideration of their academic freedom in the classroom, their acknowledgement of the 

protections afforded them by academic freedom, and their ability to tailor course content 

in a way that reflected their specific interests. In turn, many participants sought to 

responsibly enact their academic freedom in their teaching.  

Lack of previous consideration 

First, some participants demonstrated their comfort in their academic freedom by 

answering in a way that suggested they had not experienced any incidents that had caused 
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them to seriously consider their academic freedom in relation to their teaching. Dr. 

Brunay described,  

It's hard for me to imagine what it would be like without academic freedom, 
honestly. I mean I haven't thought that much about it….I don't know. I mean I just 
teach what I know about and what I think is valuable to teach.…So I guess in a 
way, you know, my academic freedom affects me there in a sense that I don't feel 
restricted in what I can say or not say, you know?   

 
Because Dr. Brunay had not thought that much about her academic freedom in relation to 

her teaching, the implication is that it was working. She did not feel restricted in either 

speaking or teaching what she felt was “valuable” subject matter. Others alluded to a 

similar lack of prior consideration of their academic freedom by contemplating “the 

counterfactual condition.” Dr. Tren stated, 

I guess we can go back to the counterfactual condition that if there had been no, 
or very little, or reduced academic freedom, then of course it's going to have an 
impact on the kinds of courses I teach, the selection of material. Because right 
now…it's all within bounds, right? 
 

Thus far, Dr. Tren had remained “within bounds” and, therefore, could reflect 

hypothetically rather than experientially regarding what it would be like without 

academic freedom. Dr. Tan made a similar comment: 

Well of course with academic freedom, or maybe the way to answer this is how 
would that be affected if there'd not been academic freedom?...Quite honestly the 
notion of academic freedom doesn't come to my mind that often…probably 
because I'm not really in an area I constantly have to engage in a situation where I 
need to comment on those hot potato issues. 
 

Avoiding “hot potato issues” is related to remaining “within bounds” in that one does not 

draw challenges in either scenario and, therefore, does not need to actively contemplate 

academic freedom in the classroom.  

Finally, Dr. Pham also insinuated that he had not had to actively reflect on his 

academic freedom previously in the realm of teaching.  
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I've not had a situation where I've found constraint….So when I'm talking to, you 
know, when I'm teaching residents and physicians in training, I don't feel like I’m 
saying something that if my chair or the dean were present during the time I was 
having that conversation, that I would feel the pressure to say something different. 
And so I don't feel curtailed.  
 

His consideration of only one potential source of threat to his academic freedom (i. e. his 

chair or his dean) indicated that he may not have broadly considered the ways in which it 

could be tested in the classroom. He had not experienced situations that would have 

prompted him to do so. The lack of incident experienced by these faculty allowed them to 

speak in hypotheticals or not think about their academic freedom.  

Protection 

Conversely, others had more actively considered their academic freedom in the 

classroom in relation to the specific subject matter they taught. Dr. Darrett, for example, 

described,  

I've never felt that I had to…sort of water down or say things differently 
because…the kind of stuff that I teach. And the reason that I'm thinking of my 
own subject matter is because I teach [ethnic studies] and maybe because I expect 
to have a certain kind of constituency in the classroom. If they sign up for the 
class then they kinda know what's coming. So, I never really felt that there was an 
issue there. So I think what academic freedom means to me is just to teach my 
subject matter freely. 
 

Dr. Darrett indicated that he felt free to teach his subject matter without having to “water 

down” what he said. In stating “the kind of stuff that I teach,” he communicated that he 

considered his subject matter to be somewhat controversial and, therefore, that academic 

freedom was of interest to him in the classroom. But partly because he expected that the 

students in his classroom had specifically sought out the subject matter he taught, his 

academic freedom in the realm of teaching had not really been tested. Dr. Dekar also 

characterized his subject matter as controversial, thus bringing about a conscious 
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consideration of his academic freedom. In responding to the question of how academic 

freedom affected his teaching, he stated,  

[Ethnic] studies…can be politically sensitive among certain segments of the 
population, as well as people in government….So academic freedom is very 
important to people in [ethnic] studies; otherwise they would constantly be in fear 
of losing their position. And in fact despite academic freedom, there are people 
who have lost their positions because of the types of, or not necessarily lost their 
positions, but were unable to get certain positions. Were unable to move. Were 
harassed by people in political positions as well as people in the community. So 
that type of thing happens despite the existence of academic freedom. The 
institutionalized existence. So in the absence of that it seems like that type of 
thing would be much worse. 
 

He recognized the active role academic freedom played in his disciplinary context 

because he knew his particular area of study was especially “politically sensitive.” Yet 

when he mentioned that there were people who had not been able to get or maintain 

positions because of external challenges to their academic freedom, he signaled that he 

did not believe academic freedom fully protected one in the classroom. Nonetheless, he 

acknowledged that the consequences could be worse without academic freedom. 

Interestingly, this theme of academic freedom as protection in the classroom was found 

only in the narratives of participants who were situated in ethnic studies departments, in 

this case Drs. Darrett and Dekar. 

Tailoring course content 

 Many faculty participants described how academic freedom allowed them to tailor 

course content and/or create new courses in line with their interests. Dr. Alejandra 

explained,  

On the one hand it [academic freedom] helps me feel like I can, again, within 
reason…bring in lots of topics to the courses I'm teaching. I only feel constrained 
by the broad parameters of the subject as opposed to feeling constrained by what 
the university says this subject is about. I think that that's an important way that it 
impacts my teaching. So for example, I can interpret…what elements of society I 
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want to bring into [my] course, very broadly or very narrowly, and it's just up to 
me. And I cherish that…And while I understand that you need to have 
consistency for sure…I also think that learning is a process of evolving 
and…what we understand about a subject this year is gonna be different next 
year. Because of having taught the course again, we learn something each 
time….And so if we're constrained…by some hegemonic notion of what, you 
know, collaboratively hegemonic still, but hegemonic notion of what the 
parameters of what the course should be. So learning that we gain from the 
repeated instruction of the course, I feel could be a situation were we not able to 
fold that learning into the evolution of the course.  

 
Academic freedom supported Dr. Alejandra’s desire to offer her students her 

interpretation of the field and subject matter. She was granted flexibility and she was able 

to freely evolve in her teaching. Yet she set boundaries in her comments. She did not 

believe academic freedom gave her the unfettered freedom to do as she pleased in the 

classroom. Dr. Alejandra described that there were still disciplinary obligations to which 

she needed to adhere.  The extent to which these disciplinary obligations limited her 

academic freedom is unclear, though. But she commented that academic freedom 

protected her from “what the university says this subject is about” and some “hegemonic 

notion of what the parameters of what the course should be.” While there were 

disciplinary boundaries, academic freedom released her from the control of her institution 

and her colleagues, many of whom came from dominant culture backgrounds. Thus, in 

this instance, Dr. Alejandra believed that she was the agent of her own academic freedom 

in the classroom. 

 Others also reported that academic freedom allowed them to tailor their course 

content in relation to their interests. In referencing an introductory social science course 

he taught that looked at expectations and perception, Dr. Edwards commented that 

academic freedom allowed him to explore issues that interested him in the classroom, but 

that he had to “find a way to connect it back to the content.” And what interested him in 
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the classroom was, “how assumptions, stereotypes, perceptions, expectations are all 

interconnected and influenced by background…I talk a lot…about issues of race in my 

teaching.” Academic freedom prevented this topical inclusion from being a barrier so 

long as he was able to connect it to the basic content of the course, which he added “is 

not too difficult to do.” Dr. Parker also customized an introductory course that he taught 

to communicate a particular message to his students. He described,  

I teach an introductory…science course. And so my personal view of the course is 
that, you know, while I do give what I think is a pretty good and comprehensive 
introduction to…science…throughout my lectures there's a very distinct 
conservation message that permeates everything that I talk about. 
 

Dr. Parker was clear in describing that what he taught aligned with the purpose of the 

course. He tempered this content, though, with “a very distinct conservation message.” 

He knew his academic freedom allowed him to do so.  

Dr. Rheeda too had delivered course content via the mechanism of her choosing. 

In describing a basic skills course she taught, she stated, “I teach a class…aimed at 

simply giving, honing the skills that students need in order to read critically, write 

critically, and so on. And I teach it as an interracial studies class, you know?” Since she 

was not teaching this course in an ethnic studies department, tailoring it as an interracial 

studies course exemplified her comfort in engaging her academic freedom in this 

particular way. She was free to draw on both her own field of interracial studies and her 

personal background as a mixed race person in a department that did not necessarily 

focus on race.  

Finally, Dr. Liner conveyed his thought process in relation to his course content. 

My sense of the role of a professor is that we can construct a pedagogical 
trajectory through our courses. Meaning that I can walk students through a certain 
set of readings and require of them a variety of types of assignments that require 
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them to engage the materials…in a different sort of way depending on what the 
context is. I believe that academic freedom is what enables me to change the 
context and change the assignments…according to…how I feel best prepares a 
student to think critically. 

 
He was not seeking to misuse his academic freedom to teach whatever he wanted. 

Instead, he “construct[ed] a pedagogical trajectory” that he felt best fostered critical 

thinking in his students. Dr. Liner ascribed to a moral code in the classroom to foster and 

encourage his students’ learning and that code was shaped by what he thought was the 

best way to go about doing so. For him, academic freedom allowed him to teach in a way 

that he thought was best.  

Responsible engagement 

The sense that Dr. Liner reflected of engaging one’s academic freedom 

responsibly was shared amongst many participants. By responsible engagement, I mean 

that participants did not misuse their academic freedom to engage in behaviors that 

promoted classroom incivility, as explored by Braxton and Bayer (1999). According to 

Braxton and Bayer (1999), incivility behaviors include the following: condescending 

negativism where faculty treat “both colleagues and students in a condescending and 

negative way” (p. 21); personal disregard where faculty ignore the needs of students; 

authoritarian classroom where faculty create an inflexible and narrow-minded 

environment that does not allow for the exploration of different points of view; and 

inconvenience avoidance where faculty seek to evade inconvenience related to their 

courses, of which one behavior includes “the instructor frequently introduc[ing] opinion 

on religious, political, or social issues clearly outside the realm of course content” (p. 53).  

In one instance of responsible engagement, Dr. Myeong described that she was 

always thinking about what was best for her students.  
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I'm always thinking about what we need to do in terms of enriching our students’ 
experience and in the case of graduate students what they would need to have in 
order for them to be able to go out into the world and get a job and teach 
undergrad students. So I guess I'm mostly thinking in terms of what our students 
need. And not necessarily what would that mean…politically.  

 

Here she reflected a personal regard for the needs of her students. Dr. Myeong wanted to 

effectively, appropriately, and ethically prepare students for an academic career in her 

field. Because of her academic freedom, she did not necessarily need to concern herself 

with any potential consequences of pursuing that creed; she did not need to think about 

“what that would mean…politically.” Dr. Tren also relayed that while he had the 

academic freedom to teach what he wanted, he was committed to teaching what would 

best prepare his students for professional life. He gave an example:  

I can teach about some methods that people used in the 40s. That would not help 
prepare the students even though I love that method. It's…elegant. Whereas some 
of the newer methods may be so complicated…may not be as pleasant as the 
original one. It's just purely from [education] as an art. It would not really prepare 
the students as well for their future careers.   

 
Even if Dr. Tren preferred a method that was “elegant,” he was committed to keeping 

himself up to date on advances in his field so that he continued to be in a position where 

he could pass this information along to his students. Again, he could have employed his 

academic freedom to teach only what he knew and liked, but he saw it as a disservice to 

his students were he to not inform them of new and different ways of doing things. He 

attended to their need to be well prepared for professional life. 

The most frequently cited way in which participants attempted to engage their 

academic freedom responsibly was to allow different voices and perspectives to be heard 

in the classroom. Facilitating the hearing of different voices and perspectives contradicts 
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several of the incivility behaviors described by Braxton and Bayer (1999). Dr. Aliaga 

explained that in her classes, 

I welcome voices of dissent and voices of resistance and voices of difference as 
part of a fuller equation because I think that I'm most excited by productions of 
knowledge. And if I believe that, I have to know that newness is ahead of us. Or 
reside in that potential always. And so letting the classroom be a space where that 
potential is actively engaged means that my voice can't be the only voice and it 
certainly can't be the only perspective. Nor do I have any desire to make all of the 
voices repeat what I believe.  
 

While she could engage her academic freedom to quiet “voices of dissent and voices of 

resistance,” she was responsibly engaging it to allow those voices to be heard. In a sense, 

she attempted to create a safe space in the classroom where students could recognize that 

she welcomed their perspectives, even when those perspectives did not match her own. 

Dr. Brunay too attempted to create a safe space in the classroom for students whose 

perspectives did not match her own. For instance, she described, “I have a particular 

political perspective. I normally…will not worry about people being aware of it, but I 

really try not to alienate people who don't have the same political perspective.” She was 

comfortable being open about her own political perspective in the classroom, but she did 

not misuse her academic freedom to silence or “alienate” the “one republican in the class, 

or something like that.” 

Dr. Tan also indicated that he enjoyed “voices of resistance” in the classroom. He 

stated, “I like to be challenged. We'd never get into any…kind of bickering. It's just a 

professional matter.” He knew he was supported by his academic freedom and, therefore, 

he did not fear student challenges. He instead approached such challenges as a form of 

professional interaction and dialogue in the classroom.  



 117 

Dr. Darrett used his academic freedom to bring other perspectives to his 

classroom in an effort to support a student who might be the lone voice of dissent. He 

described to me an incident in which he aligned himself with such a student whose 

viewpoints differed from his own. 

I remember one case specifically with a student who took my class, it was a 
seminar...so it was a small class. It was only…about 10 students. And we was all 
sitting around the table. And, she was a conservative, she was White. And 
she…was always contrary to…everybody in the class, what was being said. And, 
after a while, since she was the only one...she was very courageous. After a while, 
I had to play devil's advocate. And it would be her and I on the same side. Now, 
I'd sort of defend her position. Only because it would just be her and then 
everyone else was disagreeing and that was pretty much the end of the discussion. 
I didn't want the discussion to end. I like to stir the pot as a professor. So…what I 
realized is that you do have to allow…it doesn't matter what your subject matter 
is. And it doesn't matter what you believe personally as an academic. You have to 
allow the opportunity for other voices and other positions to be heard. And you 
gotta give them a fair hearing. 

 
Dr. Darrett implied that he was not politically conservative, so to have a conservative 

student in his class meant that he and the student would have different perspectives on 

certain issues. Notwithstanding, his enactment of his academic freedom in relation to this 

conservative student was responsible in that he could have used his academic freedom to 

shut this student down because the two of them clearly had opposing viewpoints. With 

academic freedom, he had the ability to state his own perspective without fearing 

consequence to his job, were this student to complain to his institution. Instead, he 

enacted his academic freedom to “stir the pot” and engage other perspectives in order to 

enhance the learning opportunities for the students in his class. He even played “devil’s 

advocate” along with this conservative student; he used his academic freedom to model 

appropriate engagement of various ideas and perspectives for his students, “even if you 

disagree.”    
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Service 

 While some participants reported feeling confident with their academic freedom 

in the realm of service, others communicated that this realm is the one in which they were 

most in danger of experiencing threats to their academic freedom. In this section I 

explore the following themes in relation to academic freedom and service: the freedom to 

say yes or no, responsible engagement, and the impact of money. 

Freedom to say yes or no 

Several participants illustrated how academic freedom affected their experiences 

with service in relation to either their perceived ability or lack of ability to dictate their 

own activities. Dr. Brunay first responded that she did not think her service would be any 

different “with or without academic freedom,” but that she could not think of a context in 

which she did not have academic freedom.  Again, she answered in a way that implied 

she had not experienced any challenges to her academic freedom or encountered any 

incidents that had made her actively reflect upon it. However, when I asked her whether 

or not she felt she could say yes or no to service activities, she stated,  

I'm not that good at saying no. So I'm trying hard to cultivate that skill because I 
think going up for tenure, it's like…they weed out people that say no. It's like you 
just become this person who overextends yourself and does everything because 
you're moving towards that tenure mark. And then when you get there, you can't 
stop yourself from doing it. You have to like re-socialize yourself. So I’m trying 
to re-socialize myself…to create boundaries. 

 
Interestingly, while she described that she could not think of a context in which she did 

not have academic freedom, here she stated that prior to earning tenure, she did not feel 

like she could say no; “they weed out people that say no.” By not feeling like she could 

say no to service activities, particularly when it came time for tenure, her academic 

freedom could have been diminished because she was not free to make an “unpopular” 
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decision “without placing herself in jeopardy of losing the jobs or privileges [she] may 

have at [her] institution” (Neave, 2000, p.198). While she technically had academic 

freedom prior to tenure, she did not feel it provided her enough protection to turn down 

service requests despite the fact that she was feeling overextended with her workload.  

Dr. Myeong also outlined her perceived inability to say no to service requests. Yet 

Dr. Myeong attributed her inability to say no to her sense of commitment to her students 

rather than her fear of reprisal.  

I think it's more my sense of responsibility to students than it is my job in some 
ways…..that drives me to do this. Not so much that if I don't do this, people are 
going to [try to punish me]….That's not why. I don't necessarily worry about 
[consequences]. Because, I mean I think I've done enough in some ways. I feel 
like nobody's going to say anything about my service because if I say no, I'm not 
going to do it….I mean I just don't think that that's the case with me.  
 

In contrast to Dr. Brunay, Dr. Myeong actually positioned this inability to say no as an 

example of her enactment of her academic freedom in the realm of service. Even though 

she too felt overwhelmed with her workload, which she told me in our interview, she 

continued to heavily engage in service. When she stated that she did not believe “people” 

would try to punish her, she meant that she did not believe a colleague or administrator 

would negatively review her in relation to the extensive amount of time she spent on 

service. Conversely, she did not believe “people” would punish her if she chose to cease 

these service activities. Thus, she demonstrated her confidence with her academic 

freedom in the realm of service.  

Others felt like they could say no to service. In discussing types of service 

activities in which faculty commonly engage, Dr. Dekar classified these activities as 

“pretty voluntary...so participation in that type of thing is, I mean it would count as 

service, but it's completely voluntary.” His response suggested that he trusted he would 
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not be penalized were he to decline to participate in a particular service activity. The 

word “voluntary” signaled that he believed he had the ability to choose his service 

activities. Thus, he believed he had academic freedom in this realm. Dr. Alejandra also 

felt free to say no to service. 

Well, no, because we're supposed to give like 25% and I probably do less than 
that external to the university because…I just don't feel like it's very useful by and 
large….I've never had anyone…when I go up for reviews, I've never had anyone 
question that. 
 

Dr. Alejandra believed she could engage in as much or as little service as she desired. 

Because she did not necessarily believe in service for the sake of service, she made the 

choice to not do very much of it. Her ability to make that choice without consequence 

signaled the existence of her academic freedom in the realm of service. Dr. Alejandra 

acknowledged that she was outside the bounds of what was expected, but again, she 

could rely on her academic freedom.  

 Conversely, academic freedom allowed some to instead say yes to service. Dr. 

Parker spent an extensive amount of time on service projects. One of these time-intensive 

projects involved bringing students, postdocs, and other faculty members to another area 

of the world in order to train them to collaboratively engage in research with the local 

residents. He stated,  

All of that takes a huge amount of time…none of which shows up in [any science 
publication]…none of which really shows up in any metric other than grants that 
most academics care about. On the other hand, I couldn't care less what they care 
about because…at the end of the day, what I'm doing is more important than their 
science and nature papers….in my view. And maybe it's not, but that's my right to 
have that view and, you know, do I publish half the number of papers I could in 
an average year because I'm doing all this other stuff? Absolutely. Do I care? 
Absolutely not….That's academic freedom and service there. You know, people 
wanna knock me for my lack of publications, that's fine.  
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Dr. Parker saw this work as important in terms of training the next generation of 

scientists and, therefore, he continued to pursue it despite its labor intensiveness. He 

clearly demonstrated his confidence in his academic freedom in the realm of service 

when he stated that his research was not as prolific as it could be because of the time he 

spent engaged in service. At a Research 1 institution, such a stance could have the 

potential to be dangerous if a person’s research portfolio is not as robust as possible when 

that person goes up for tenure or promotion. Yet Dr. Parker reflected an attitude of 

indifference toward any consequences he might experience were a colleague or 

administrator to criticize him for making these choices. He felt committed to doing this 

work because “no one else is doing it.” As such, he consciously engaged his academic 

freedom in the realm of service in order to do this time-intensive work. 

Responsible engagement 

 Similar to how participants engaged their academic freedom in the classroom to 

openly dialogue and support the professionalization and development of their students, 

some also sought to do so in the realm of service. To further extend Braxton and Bayer’s 

(1999) notion of inconvenience avoidance, Dr. Pham relayed that he conducted an annual 

conflict of interest assessment in relation to his service.  

I think I serve on both national and international boards, which are part of 
societies…I'm on an advisory board. I do a conflict of interest…in declaration 
annually. And if I serve on directorships or advisory boards…I'm supposed to 
declare it. And I did declare all of that….But you know in fact they [colleagues] 
were very supportive…and if anything I believe that that helped in my promotion. 

 
By conducting a conflict of interest assessment, rather than hiding behind his academic 

freedom, Dr. Pham enacted his academic freedom in the realm of service in an ethical 

manner. He even indicated that this enactment of his academic freedom in relation to his 
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service was looked upon favorably by his institution and helped in his promotion. Dr. Tan 

also provided an example of his engagement of his academic freedom that related to 

accountability in service. Coincidentally, this too involved a conflict of interest scenario. 

I…put myself at a higher standard in a sense that we are somehow granted with 
some privilege. And then we need to protect that privilege. We have the privilege 
to make certain comments that protect us from certain external interference or 
forces, but it also really means that we have to protect that. And not that people 
feel like we're abusing that privilege. When I provide my service to the 
universities and department, college,…and even to the outside communities, I 
constantly represent our own university. We represent academia. And I have to 
give you an example recently. I rattled a cage pretty bad. There was a conference 
that accepted a paper that was [a] direct conflict of interest. That the paper was 
authored by a software vendor who compares their software with a competitor[’s] 
software. [They] submit[ted it] to a journal. And, I didn't feel it's…right. It's [a] 
conflict of interest. And so I make a big noise….People said, why are you making 
a big fuss? Some people just want to be [a] good guy, go with the flow. But I 
make a big noise. It went all the way to the top of that organization. They told me 
even lawyers were involved. So in the end they reviewed the paper again and they 
came back with much more critical comments on that paper, sent it back to the 
author, ask him to address all that….So I think me being willing to do this, how 
subconsciously [it] is being supported by academic freedom. 

 
Rather than engaging in inconvenience avoidance (Braxton and Bayer, 1999), Dr. Tan 

felt he had an ethical obligation to call attention to the conflict of interest he perceived. 

He saw himself as an academic who was “granted with some privilege,” but he also saw 

himself as a moral person. In turn, he engaged his academic freedom in ways that he felt 

reflected morality and upheld the privilege of academic freedom. He “subconsciously” 

knew he had the protection of academic freedom to challenge this paper; he could “make 

a big noise” without serious consequence. Therefore, he felt protected by academic 

freedom in the realm of service, even when he felt ethically obligated to challenge his 

peers. 
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The impact of money 

 Two faculty members in this study discussed the impact of funding on their 

academic freedom in relation to their service activities. Dr. Tren was recently named as 

the director of a center within his department. Subsequently, he would now be spending a 

substantial amount of time engaged in administrative service.  He described the context 

for this service at his institution. 

[My institution] generally is divided informally into [two parts]. [One part] is the 
medical establishment…And my appointment being primarily in education here 
where [the other part] as well…you can tell the way that things are operated and 
funding revenue sources, whether it's general funds or student tuition or the extent 
to which there are state appropriations and contracts and grants and then clinical 
work….It tends to create a disproportional influence of [the part with the medical 
establishment] in the central administration. I think there may be far too many 
members representing [those] campus units, at certain times. I haven't looked up 
the roster now, so I might be wrong. But…there were times that…this 
overrepresentation has led to say a lack of appreciation of…our humanities…So 
to be completely honest, I think the part of the reason that I feel that I can be, or at 
least the department or the graduate school of education is reasonably free from 
constraints, that is not feeling being oppressed, is that we do well….We do well 
on contracts and grants. There is clinical work because we also train 
teachers…We also have a thriving research agenda. We have active faculty 
members seeking out grants…[millions of] dollars a year worth of federal 
contracts and grants coming to the school. So we sort of do well on both ends. 
And that gives us a certain degree of protection…and the department seems to get 
along….So that has protected us against much of the potential problems. 

 
In this discussion, Dr. Tren indulged his suspicion as to why he and his department were 

relatively free from central administrative oversight, in this case in relation to 

administrative service. He and his department basically got along well with others on a 

campus that is historically divided between the arts and sciences. Plus, his department 

sustained many of its own activities via grant money. As such, an eye of scrutiny had not 

fallen on him or his department during his tenure. Therefore, he attributed his comfort 

with his own academic freedom in the realm of service to his and his department’s ability 
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to get along with others and bolster themselves financially. His description alluded to the 

fact that he knew it could be different for him and, therefore, he was not supremely 

confident in the existence of his academic freedom in the realm of service. He knew that 

the context could change, thus changing the conditions of his academic freedom. As it 

stood, though, he felt comfortable engaging his academic freedom to do the types of 

administrative service that he wanted. 

 Dr. Rheeda also discussed funding in relation to her service. Dr. Rheeda was 

recently appointed to three different committees related to academic senate, curriculum, 

and community connections. She was looking forward to these positions in that she was 

really going “to learn a lot about how things are run.” But she described,  

I mean the whole issue of money is a real damper on academic freedom, right? In 
terms of resources, in terms of the students you're going to get in the classroom, 
right? Will they be able to afford to come to school?...I guess there's aspects of 
academic freedom that are about me as an individual and then there are aspects of 
academic freedom that are about [money].  

 
She described that she would have more ability to influence policy and administrative 

decisions in these service positions, but here she explained that her academic freedom in 

the realm of service was moderated by money. Whatever influence Dr. Rheeda felt she 

could impose in these particular service activities (potentially in terms of admitting 

certain students, connecting with community members/organizations of her choice, and 

making decisions regarding curriculum), she knew that money could have an effect on 

who ultimately was able to enroll and what initiatives were ultimately supported. 

Therefore, she saw her academic freedom in the realm of service as being diminished by 

money in that the fruits of her labor may not come to fruition; she would not be able to 

put forward new ideas (Neave, 2000) if there were no resources to sustain them. 
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Research 

In responding to my question of how academic freedom affected their research, 

participants’ replies ranged from feeling entirely confident with their academic freedom 

in this realm to not feeling the least bit confident. I begin with those who felt confident. 

Their answers reflect the following themes: freedom to pursue one’s research of choice, 

responsible engagement, and lack of confidence. The participants who seemed less 

confident with their academic freedom in this area attributed this discomfort to the 

controversial subject matter they pursued.  

Freedom to pursue one’s research of choice 

Numerous faculty participants commented that academic freedom allowed them 

just that in the realm of research: freedom. Dr. Parker described that he could research 

what he desired: “I can study whatever I want….I mean it's as simple as that.” Dr. Brunay 

made a similar statement: “I feel free to research what I want to research.” Dr. Rheeda 

and Dr. Liner discussed that because of their academic freedom, they could engage in 

research that was new or non-traditional. According to Dr. Rheeda, “The fact that I've 

been able to freely construct my own academic path has been really important.” She 

described that even as a graduate student, she was able to able to carve out her own place 

within ethnic studies to pursue a new area: mixed race studies. For her research, academic 

freedom was important because she stated that her field was “something very new and 

had not been done before.” When a field is new, there may be little precedent for faculty 

to evaluate colleagues in that field. Thus, Dr. Rheeda knew it was potentially risky for her 

to conduct research in mixed race studies, but she could rely on her academic freedom to 

support her in doing so. Additionally, she added that she was aware that what she studied 
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could be viewed as problematic because “the idea of racial classification, and, even just 

questioning the idea of racial classification is very loaded;” she could be a target. Yet 

thus far her academic freedom to do this work had not been challenged. 

Dr. Liner too was able to freely conduct research and produce work that he 

classified as non-traditional to the academy. He explained this work as follows: 

My first major publication was a digital publication, it was a website. That 
counted toward my tenure review because I went through the work to make sure it 
was peer reviewed…and it was a lot of original scholarship. More importantly, it 
was crossing the boundary between what we might call academic and text-based 
production and the creative, aesthetic production. And my next project will also 
be a very large digital project.  
 

This digital work was new and “boundary crossing” in academia. Still, he believed it was 

no less rigorous than other types of scholarship because it was peer reviewed. Because he 

still engaged in the traditional peer review process, he felt supported in his academic 

freedom to produce the non-traditional scholarship of his choosing. As such, his 

academic freedom was maintained and rewarded so long as he engaged in the traditional 

peer review norms of the academy. Yet rather than characterizing his academic freedom 

as being diminished in this process, Dr. Liner believed his experiences demonstrated an 

appropriate balance between experimentation and traditional academic rigor, especially 

since he was able to earn tenure. 

 A few participants also highlighted that their academic freedom in relation to their 

research allowed them to critique other’s work or to give others bad news. Dr. Pham and 

Dr. Parker both published articles that critiqued the work of their peers. Dr. Pham also 

wrote articles that responded to other’s criticisms of his own research. By using these 

opportunities to “talk back” to other’s work, one gets the sense that they felt comfortable 

in their ability to enact their academic freedom in the realm of research to challenge 
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others in their fields without serious repercussion. Dr. Tan explained that in his applied 

science field, he oftentimes had to give people news they did not want to hear.  

My research, sometimes I tell people bad news….It [academic freedom] does give 
me a positive impact. Even though it's not 100%....I'll give you an example. We 
developed some sort of software, as well models, and [a] government agency 
would use that to analyze different alternatives. And then they would rank those 
alternatives to prioritize their investments. So if some alternative turn[s] out…to 
be strongly backed by a legislator, [a] politically correct alternative, but [it] 
doesn't turn out to be good. Sometime[s] the [scientist] is under pressure to say, 
“Hey, Dr. [Tan], how do you explain all this?” They're questioning all this. I say, 
“Hey, well, I know they don't like it but that's what the model says.” And the 
reason I can be very confident about, well for one, the model is based on the 
research. So I did the research. So I'm very confident about the model. And 
second of all is if I am somehow equipped with not only the scientific capability 
but also I believe people respect that we are willing to tell the hard truth. And I'm 
willing to do that too. And those [scientists] who are under pressures, once they 
refer back to me somehow they also feel like they are getting additional support in 
justifying their recommendations, even if the guy on top doesn't like it. So I 
believe, because my work interface[s] with a lot of external stakeholders and 
constituents, part of that is being supported by academic freedom as well. 

 
Here Dr. Tan described that even in the face of both internal and external pressure to 

accept or discard a particular alternative, he felt a moral responsibility to stick to the 

alternative that he believed to be correct. He knew his academic freedom would protect 

him in doing so; it was a shield between him and the challenges he received to his work. 

Therefore, he was not afraid “to tell the hard truth.” However, he described that he felt 

safe in sticking with a certain alternative despite pressure to do otherwise because he 

knew the alternative was supported by evidence. He had academic freedom that was 

enhanced by data.  

Responsible engagement 

 Yet again participants described their intention to not misuse their academic 

freedom, this time in relation to their research. Rather than espousing a narrow-minded 

point of view (Braxton & Bayer, 1999), Dr. Tren attempted to engage in research that he 
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felt was free of bias and he sought to adhere to the guidelines outlined by the National 

Science Foundation (NSF).  

I think for now the projects that are initiated by myself, those are almost 
completely free of any value or agenda. On my part. If I'm writing a proposal to 
National Science Foundation…those will be pretty much detached. And the only 
subjective…criteria that they use to judge the quality of the work would be, of 
course, intellectual contribution, is it really novel enough. They're NSF, they want 
to be doing things that are novel. And…the other thing would be is it making a 
big enough impact to the broad community, including the society at large. Can 
you elaborate the connections…as long as you can elaborate the connections to 
those two criteria, then you're pretty much free to propose what you would like to 
do. 

 
Dr. Tren sought to be as objective as possible in his research and he attempted to 

suppress his personal values and/or agendas. Yet similar to Dr. Liner, as long as Dr. Tren 

followed acceptable, traditional academic practices in terms of adhering to peer review, 

he was free to pursue the research of his choice. He did not try to make waves by testing 

the limits of his academic freedom, he simply tried to pursue what he saw as research that 

was accepted by the broader community.  

Dr. Alejandra also enacted her academic freedom in the realm of research in a 

way that reflected her adherence to certain boundaries. She told me that she could 

technically research whatever she wanted. However, she chose to remain within the 

“broad parameters” of her field.  

Again as long as I'm within the broad parameters of what my…areas of expertise 
are, I think I'm fine from an academic freedom standpoint….If I…were to go way 
outside the bounds of what…I see as my areas of interest and expertise? I think 
my next task would be to figure out a way to draw those lines for people so that 
they can make a connection. So that I could justify it.  

 
While Braxton and Bayer (1999) connect inconvenience avoidance to the classroom (i. e. 

where a professor espouses viewpoints outside the bounds of course content), one could 

also apply it to the realm of research in relation to Dr. Alejandra’s comments. By 
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remaining within the bounds of her discipline (i. e. her “course content”), Dr. Alejandra 

did not take part in inconvenience avoidance in her research. I asked her whether she 

thought it was her discipline or her colleagues that dictated these boundaries. She 

responded, “I think…they're based on the discipline.” Dr. Alejandra felt free to explore 

and “go way outside the bounds” of her interests and expertise, but she believed that 

doing so without justifying how it connected to her position in the academy would be a 

misuse of her academic freedom. This belief was not because she feared recrimination 

from colleagues or the institution, but because she viewed her academic freedom as a 

privilege and something that should be enacted appropriately. Her way of appropriately 

enacting her academic freedom was meant to uphold and advance her discipline rather 

than prevent negative consequences. Thus, the reason for her responsible engagement of 

her academic freedom in the realm of research seems different from Dr. Tren’s. 

Lack of confidence 

 In contrast to the previous narratives, a few faculty participants communicated 

that they did not feel fully protected by their academic freedom in the realm of research. 

First, Dr. Dekar stated,  

Well I mean theoretically academic freedom allows you to do any research you 
want, publish anything that journals are willing to publish….So you do have that 
protection that you can appeal to. And you know, it's theoretically accepted by 
everyone at the institution. On the other hand there are times when it's not 
adequate. So, you know, it's a great thing and…I think it does work to a 
significant extent. But not to the extent that it should theoretically…I haven't had 
any issues. But when it's not adequate, when people despite the ideal of academic 
freedom and the institution of academic freedom…you know groups can have 
campaigns against professors….So you have phenomena like that. And despite 
academic freedom, it can have strong negative consequences.  

 
I asked him to clarify what he meant by “consequences.”  He followed up with, “Losing 

their position. That can happen. It doesn’t happen that often, but there are cases in which 



 130 

it happens.” Dr. Dekar saw academic freedom as ideally allowing him to conduct and 

publish any research he wanted. But he recognized that in reality, academic freedom did 

not fully protect faculty members in the realm of research. He believed outside groups 

target faculty members because they engage in identity-related research in his particular 

area and/or they embody certain social identities. In those cases, academic freedom is 

broken; faculty can lose their jobs. To him, academic freedom was a utopian ideal in the 

realm of research rather than a reality. 

 Dr. Aliaga did not go so far as to describe that she feared losing her job, but she 

did communicate her sense of unease with the protections afforded her by academic 

freedom when she was engaging in research. She described, “Well, I'm nervous about it. 

But I don't know if I feel so protected.” Dr. Aliaga acknowledged the controversial nature 

of her scholarship and the extent to which she was “out” in her work in terms of her race 

or ethnicity and sexual orientation. And while she did not “feel so protected,” she had 

thus far been able to operate relatively undetected. She attributed this lack of detection to 

the following: 

I think that one of the reasons that maybe I'd had such latitude with what I can do 
is that because my scholarship isn't singular. It's sort of everywhere in some ways. 
I think that…the critical mass that it might otherwise be is dissipated. And so…it 
doesn't feel like a threat. And that people haven't known it exactly. It [reflects] 
multiple depths of knowledge, but I mean it in a different way. It's 
interdisciplinary, it's transdisciplinary. It's trying to provoke new practices and it's 
trying to call upon multiple literatures and disciplines. And I've been able to do 
that. So I think if I had a real singular path maybe that would be more threatening 
because people would know it. It was more legible and knowable. 
 

Her CV illustrated the multi-dimensionality of her scholarship. In addition to traditional 

scholarly works, she had engaged in poetry, media productions, documentaries, 

performance art, and photography. Dr. Aliaga had experienced threats to her academic 
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freedom, which I discuss in the next section, but thus far she felt she had avoided serious 

consequences. Still, she knew that the threat always existed, especially if people were 

able to hone in on the entirety of her research. She stated, “And so I don't know what to 

do about that. So sometimes I just don't think about that.” Like Dr. Dekar, she did not feel 

fully protected by her academic freedom in the realm of research. 

 Dr. Myeong also described that she pursued identity-related research that she 

considered to be “fringe” (i. e. non-mainstream and/or controversial). This “fringe” work, 

as evidenced in her publications, focused on uncovering racism, classism, sexism, and 

“U. S. hegemonic power.” Despite the fact that she engaged in what could be considered 

controversial identity-based research, she felt academic freedom had thus far protected 

her in this work. When I asked her about her confidence with her academic freedom 

moving forward, she communicated that she remained hopeful that it would continue to 

protect her. Yet she clarified, “I'm not sure if I have 100% confidence in the system. But 

since I haven't been tested [I can’t be sure].” Thus far she believed her academic freedom 

had functioned as intended in relation to her research, but she acknowledged that she had 

perhaps just been lucky to avoid challenges. Her confidence in her academic freedom in 

relation to her research could erode if and when she is “tested.” 

 As I have outlined, there are many ways in which academic freedom affects 

participants’ teaching, service, and research. Overall, participants seemed to feel most 

confident with their academic freedom in relation to their teaching. Some participants 

described that they did not even have to consider their academic freedom in the 

classroom, while others explained that academic freedom allowed them to tailor their 

course content in a way that reflected their personal interests. Conversely, participants 
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seemed the least confident with their academic freedom in relation to their service (with 

the exception of Dr. Dekar who was most fearful in the realm of research), most likely 

because service exposed them to threat outside the university where academic freedom 

could be less respected or known. Some participants also felt that their academic freedom 

allowed them to say either yes or no to various activities, but Dr. Brunay mentioned that 

she could not risk declining service requests as a pre-tenured faculty member. 

Additionally, two participants discussed how funding can influence their academic 

freedom in the realm of service. It could either impact the extent to which they were free 

to make the service-related decisions of their choice or it could impact whether or not 

their chosen service activities came to fruition. In relation to research, there were varying 

levels of confidence with academic freedom. Numerous participants reported that 

academic freedom supported their ability to pursue the research of their choice, while 

others described that it allowed them to critique the work of their peers or give bad news. 

But a few participants were not at all confident that academic freedom would fully 

protect them in relation to their research. And finally, the theme of responsible 

engagement of one’s academic freedom could be found in all three areas specified in this 

research question. Regardless of participants’ varying levels of confidence in their 

academic freedom, all imparted that they believed academic freedom was important for 

the honest and rigorous pursuit of their academic responsibilities.  
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Research question 2: To what extent do faculty of color believe that their social 

identities, including race or ethnicity, influence their ability to enact their academic 

freedom? 

In answering this question, faculty participants ranged from Dr. Pham who 

vehemently asserted that his social identities in no way impacted his ability to enact his 

academic freedom to Dr. Aliaga who felt as if her identities of queer and Chicana would 

forever draw challenges to her academic freedom. In this section, the themes reflect a 

more negative undertone in terms of how social identities influence participants’ 

academic freedom. There are a few exceptions to this negative undertone, though. Here I 

present the following five themes: the effects of being pigeonholed, inequality of 

application, no protection against negative identity-based scrutiny, self-

protection/censorship, and a change with tenure.  

The effects of being pigeonholed 

Four participants described that being pigeonholed in relation to their social 

identities could affect the ways in which they enacted their academic freedom. In my 

interview with Dr. Rheeda, I discussed with her the phenomenon of faculty of color who 

are expected to focus on race and ethnicity and/or are challenged when they study 

something else. She responded, “Being pigeonholed….I do think one can be 

pigeonholed….We are the experts in our own genders and [races] but the White man is 

the expert for the world.” This statement directly reflects Coleman’s (2005) assertion that 

White scholars feel they can objectively research people of all races but that scholars of 

color cannot be similarly objective. Thus, the phenomenon of being pigeonholed is 

problematic in that it can limit faculty of color by overlooking the complexities of their 
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diverse social identity perspectives and interests. And being pigeonholed can be 

problematic for their academic freedom if it limits the extent to which they can express 

their perspectives and pursue their interests without consequence. As Dr. Rheeda stated, 

she did not believe “the White man” was similarly limited. 

Dr. Edwards and I had a conversation regarding what he saw as the biggest threats 

to his academic freedom. He told me that he believed his academic freedom would be 

threatened if he was not “productive” (i. e. in terms of his scholarship). He further 

clarified, “I think I need to probably do something big soon. If not, I think I will feel 

pressure to just get some things done.” I asked him whether or not he felt this threat was 

related to his social identities of Black and male. He responded affirmatively. 

Well, there's an investment in me. Black male scholar, wow, what an opportunity 
to have someone doing research on black males or what an opportunity for 
someone to answer the question of the achievement gap. You know, what good 
would I be if I'm not doing work on Black males? Anybody could do the work on 
educational outcomes or possibly even any scholar could do the work on being 
marginalized and those types of things….But if I'm not a voice, you know, a fairly 
respected voice, then…what is the added value of having a Black male?...If I'm 
just one of everyone else. So I think it's directly related to my social identity. Not 
the one of being creative, that helps. Not the one of being collaborator, that's 
strategic. But the one of being a Black person.  

 
He asserted that if he did not focus on Black males in his scholarship, he was of less 

value to his institution because that was one of their purposes in hiring him. The majority 

of his publications did in fact focus on Blacks and/or Black males. He chose this work, 

but he was also been pigeonholed by it in relation to his identity as a Black male. Now 

that Dr. Edwards had carved a niche for himself related to scholarship that focused on 

Black people, and he was tenured based on that work, his academic freedom to explore 

Black scholarship was now sanctioned by his university. Thus, an infringement of his 

academic freedom would now look different. Were he to choose a different research path 
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in his education-based department, to what extent would his university challenge this 

choice and, therefore, his academic freedom? After all, “what good would [he] be if [he 

is] not doing work on Black males?” In tying this comment back to what Dr. Rheeda 

stated, if Dr. Edwards were a White man, he could be the “the expert for the world.” But 

since he was Black, he was limited to being an expert on Black males.  

Dr. Darrett described a similar sentiment. He too did race-related research and 

was now pigeonholed. He stated, 

Even if I decided to wake up one day and say, I'm tired of researching this. I want 
to do something else. And it wasn't germane to [my department]. I think maybe I 
would get away with it for a little while, but I think someone would ask the 
question, “Man, your research really took a turn here. How does this relate to 
black folk?” I think I would get the question at a certain point. You know, maybe 
not with the first book outside of the black experience, but someone would say 
[something]…even with tenure. I think probably I would…lose my utility for this 
department. Probably it would make sense to go elsewhere in the university if I 
decided to investigate questions outside of the Black experience. But, so yes, from 
this vantage point, I think there is a[n] unstated and stated understanding that I 
gotta do this kind of work.  

 
In general he felt confident in his academic freedom to pursue research that directly 

reflected his own racial identity. But he felt less confident in his academic freedom to 

pursue research outside “the Black experience,” even though his PhD was in a broader 

social science discipline and he was certainly trained to research other topics. He was 

hired because of his expertise in “the Black experience,” he himself was Black, and he 

was expected to consistently draw on both in his scholarship. All of his publications 

reflected his focus on “the Black experience.” To a certain extent, his racial identity could 

have influenced his ability to enact his academic freedom in that it held him to studying 

race.  
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 In returning to Dr. Rheeda, she connected the phenomenon of being pigeonholed 

to her service. I asked her to describe how her social identities of woman and mixed race 

affected her ability to enact her academic freedom in the realm of service. She responded 

that she was able to freely express herself in meetings, but she added, 

The idea that one is chosen because of identity in order to diversify a given field, 
a given committee, and so on. The idea that one is expected to do the work that is, 
you know, you're the expert on African American literature because you are the 
African American. I mean, that as you say is kind of an inverse notion of 
academic freedom. 

 
Dr. Rheeda was aware that she could be chosen for committee work based on her identity 

as a woman of color. She believed her gender and racial identity could play a role in the 

types of service for which she was tapped; she could be pigeonholed. But to what extent 

was her academic freedom affected in these situations, either because she was expected to 

fulfill only a token role or because she was expected to reflect the viewpoints of women 

of color? Was a free exposition of knowledge (Palfreyman, 2007) in line with true 

academic freedom less possible in this scenario? 

 On the other hand, Dr. Alejandra reported that even though she knew she was 

pigeonholed in the academy, she felt confident in her academic freedom to say no to 

these types of requests regardless of any consequences she might experience by doing so. 

She relayed, 

Oh, I say no. People don't bother me much with that anymore. When I was…early 
on in my tenure, I occasionally got asked to do those things. And I really can be a 
pain in the ass, I mean I really understand this about myself….And so I was just 
going to say…why would you think I would know something about that?...And I 
did it to be deliberately provocative….They would say things like, can you talk 
about the history of Black children in the United States in education? And I'd say, 
and why do you think I would know something about that? And I would force 
them to say well, don't you study Black children? And I would say I study Blacks, 
Latinos, Asians, and my focus is on literacy….I don't really know a lot about the 
history of Black children in the United States with respect to education. But…I 
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can tell you some people I've run across who might….Or…the journalist for the 
university, public relations type people would email and ask if I could…talk about 
something related to Black or Latino this or that or the other. And I would say, 
you know, let me shoot you my bio again. This is what my area of expertise 
is….Eventually they would just sort of leave me alone because I'm a pain in the 
ass. And that was what I wanted. I wanted them to leave me alone. And just call 
on me for things that I have expertise in rather than calling on me…just because 
of what I look like. 
 

In this narrative, Dr. Alejandra exhibited her comfort in her academic freedom in the 

realm of service to the extent that she felt she could be “deliberately provocative” or “a 

pain in the ass” when approached because of her race. She was aware of the phenomenon 

of being pigeonholed and took offense (or at the very least was annoyed by it) when it 

happened to her. She saw this phenomenon as contributing to discrimination and 

oppression. But she knew that she came across as a “pain in the ass” when she did not 

just go along to get along. She had to spell it out to people that their requests did not have 

any relation to her work. Thus, she could enact her academic freedom to obstruct those 

who sought to pigeonhole her as a woman of color, but there were consequences to her 

reputation.  

Inequality of application 

While it was not listed on my interview protocol, I made a point to ask each of my 

participants an additional question based on the early appearance of this theme in my first 

interview. I asked whether or not they felt academic freedom was equally applied to 

and/or equally accessed by everyone in the academy. Dr. Aliaga’s reply referenced a 

situation in which a senior colleague chastised her for sending an email to her department 

that advertised a service activity with which she was involved. She recounted, 

There was I think a democratic women's group who was hosting this event at the 
theater….And so we were invited to submit this youth-produced movie to open 
the production. And we got placed on the announcement that was hosted by the 
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democratic women,…which was a pro-choice organization. So I sent that out to 
the department….This was very interesting. I'd never met this professor, he's 
retired. And he responded to the list that what I had done was illegal and that that 
kind of thing jeopardized our department….I think if I had been a colleague as 
that senior colleague could imagine looking just like him, you know that's who he 
might imagine as his colleague. I think he would have called me on the phone and 
said, “Jim, you shouldn't send that”….As opposed to saying, she's compromised 
all of us and we've never even met. And then, and by the way he sent me a thing 
that said he'd been in Latin America and that he loved it. And I'm like, so? So 
what, right? And so I knew. 
 

Her answer indicated that she agreed academic freedom was not equally applied to all 

faculty based on her own experiences. And she positioned this difference in relation to 

her social identity as a Chicana; she believed her senior colleague looked at her and saw a 

woman of color rather than a peer. As such, she contended that this colleague did not 

respect her academic freedom to engage in the service of her choice to the extent that he 

might have for a dominant culture colleague. 

 Dr. Brunay believed that students could differentially threaten a professor’s 

academic freedom as well if that professor was of a historically marginalized social 

identity group. She commented,  

But I know that for people who are teaching, like scholars of color who are 
teaching about some of these issues here in [this state], that some of the students 
get more hostile with them. So I know that as a faculty member…I've heard that 
other minority faculty, that the students will treat them with more disrespect or get 
hostile with them for what they have to say about race and ethnicity. And 
probably the likelihood is that if that was a white professor or an older male 
professor or something, that they would not respond in that way. 

 
The scenario Dr. Brunay described here mirrors Alexander-Snow’s (2004) findings that 

female faculty of color experienced greater “classroom incivility” than White male 

faculty because the way in which dominant culture students responded to them was 

influenced by stereotypes and historical discrimination. While Dr. Brunay had not 

experienced the hostility she mentioned, her awareness of this potentially discriminatory 
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classroom environment could have served to influence her ability to enact her academic 

freedom in the classroom to the extent that it put her on alert. She knew that students 

might express hostility towards faculty of color that they might not express towards “a 

white professor or an older male professor,” especially when race or ethnicity is the 

subject. She recognized that students may not equally respect the academic freedom of 

professors from historically marginalized social identity groups and that she could at 

some point experience challenges to her own academic freedom as a result.  

 Dr. Edwards implied that faculty of color would be foolish to think that they 

could fully enact their academic freedom without consequence, most notably stemming 

from colleagues.  

It's hard for me to believe in relation to this question that even if academic 
freedom was on paper equal for everybody, that it would be seen or enacted as 
equal for everyone. I think some people, people of color, I could see myself...even 
though I have the right to be as free as I want to be being given advice not to be as 
free. You know? To protect myself. I think some people have the right to be more 
free than others…just by the nature of power distribution. You know, in 
departments, in the college, in society. So regardless if academic freedom is given 
to everyone to the same degree, I don't think everyone would be smart if they 
exercised it to the same degree because I don't think those receiving their work 
will see it the same. If that makes sense… I don't see that changing, I think it's a 
permanent issue. You know. I don't see an equality of academic freedom. On 
paper, yes. But actually in action and expression? No. 
 

Dr. Edwards reiterated that theoretically, academic freedom is supposed to be accessible 

to all faculty. In reality, though, he presumed that faculty of color who fully enacted it 

could face consequences within the historically dominant culture of academia. He stated, 

“those receiving their work,” meaning faculty and administrative colleagues who were in 

a position to review the scholarship of faculty of color. There is a likely chance that such 

colleagues come from dominant culture backgrounds since they make up the largest 

proportion of the professoriate. He directly alluded to these faculty and administrative 
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colleagues as being the reason that faculty of color might have to censor their own 

academic freedom to avoid negative repercussions. And he did not foresee this 

phenomenon changing; racial discrimination of this nature was institutionalized. 

 While these examples suggested that academic freedom was not equally accessed 

by or applied to faculty of color because of their race or ethnicity, Dr. Parker made an 

important point. He described that while he believed academic freedom should be equally 

applied to all faculty, “There's just some subjects that are gonna be more inherently 

controversial and it's [academic freedom] gonna come up a lot more.” He explained to 

me,  

You know, it'd be nice if everyone…working in whatever job that they work in 
has the same negligible risk of physical injury. But there's people that do 
commercial fishing, there's people that do construction. Those are just inherently 
more dangerous. And it's going to be the same thing in the academic world. 
There's some topics that are just gonna be inherently more sensitive. And…in 
terms of the university's position, that should be uniform….The university should 
not say…we here have academic freedom, but in areas that are really sensitive we 
have to be a lot more careful. It's like, no….The same policies should apply across 
the board….But…in terms of the degree to which people are impacted by these 
issues, it's certain ones that get a hard deal. 
  

Again, Dr. Parker’s point is well taken. There are some areas of the academy that are just 

“inherently more sensitive” and, therefore, will draw more controversy. By sensitive 

areas, he meant academic content that focused on social identities, which is what we were 

discussing at this point in our interview. He did not consider himself to be in one of those 

areas, so he had thus far been shielded. Dr. Pham also described that he avoided 

challenges to his academic freedom because he was not “in any of those controversial 

domains in medicine… I'm not involved in HIV, or sickle cell, or substance use, or 

contraception.” These controversial domains could involve social identities (e. g. 

connections can be made between HIV and sexual orientation), but this connection is less 
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clear for Dr. Pham. One may not always be prompted to think about academic freedom 

until one is made to think about it. Some people in the academy, based on their social 

identities or based on their field, “get a hard deal” and are thus made to think about it 

more frequently.  

No protection against negative identity-based scrutiny  

A few faculty participants described that while they believed academic freedom 

would ultimately protect their jobs, it did not protect them from negative scrutiny that 

might have stemmed from sources external to the university. Dr. Dekar did not give a 

personal example, but Drs. Darrett, Aliaga, and Liner all reflected upon incidents where 

they personally were targeted by outside groups. First, Dr. Dekar described that were he 

to engage in a panel, workshop, or teach-in with certain “political dimensions” that 

related to his area of ethnic studies, academic freedom “would protect your position. It 

might not protect the department from being maligned, which has happened. It's 

happened here. I mean that generally happens everywhere.” By making this statement, 

Dr. Dekar communicated that he believed certain social identity-related topics would 

inevitably draw controversy and that participation in these events could have definite 

consequences for faculty members and their departments. While he conceded here that 

academic freedom would protect one’s position in the face of threat, he acknowledged 

that it did not deflect controversy. He himself had not been targeted thus far, though. Yet 

some of those faculty who had been targeted were uncomfortably close to him; “It’s 

happened here.” This comment implied that he had firsthand knowledge of faculty or 

departments being “maligned” in relation to “political dimensions” at his own institution, 

which academic freedom did not protect against. 
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 Dr. Darrett experienced a situation in which he personally was libeled. To set the 

tone, he asserted, “I think that any of us that do progressive scholarship, if it's part of a 

state institution…in these political times, it's open to attack.” For Dr. Darrett, 

“progressive scholarship” was scholarship that focused on “the Black experience.” And 

because he was employed by a public institution, he believed he was especially 

vulnerable. He recounted the following incident to me.  

I had been asked by a student who used to be, she graduated from here but she 
went on to Columbia school of journalism, and she started to work for [a news 
organization]. Barack Obama was running for the presidency. She [said], 
“[Darrett], I need you to help me put together this story.” And so she started 
asking all these questions about his candidacy and his election. And then I did an 
interview with her and she did a follow-up when he won. And I said something 
about…his election…I tied it to the history of slavery in some kind of way…kind 
of mundane quotation. It wasn't anything major. Guess what?....The blogosphere! 
Started to contact me, right?...So, why did you say this about Barack Obama? It 
was just something dumb and ignorant. But, here's the thing. At the end of the 
note, she says, “I'm gonna call your superiors. I'm gonna notify your superiors at 
the [university] and get you fired.”…I just had to just give her the quick lesson 
and said as a tenured professor I think it's gonna be impossible for you to do that. 
Now I don't think she realized it, I think she thought that yeah, maybe I can make 
some waves for this guy.…I don't think she ever did anything. I think it was a 
veiled, open threat. But…see…that was the only other time really that the whole 
question of academic freedom…hit me. Because here was somebody who directly 
challenged me and what I had to say about a historical matter and a contemporary 
matter. Who wanted to say you shouldn't say that, you don't have a right to say 
that. Who are you to say what you said? Well I'm a tenured professor and tenured 
professors are protected. I never really had to tell somebody that, but that was the 
one time that I did….I just thought that that was very profound. But then I said 
well, you know, if you think about the blogosphere particularly when it comes to 
matters of race…they probably do that every day all day, to various people. 
Whether it be tenured professors or just commentators in the news media. 
 

Dr. Darrett’s description of how his academic freedom ultimately protected him in this 

situation clearly brought race to the forefront. Again, since he was a Black scholar 

focusing on the Black experience, he was sought out as a resource to comment on related 

issues. Yet while he ultimately knew he had the protection of academic freedom in the 
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realm of service when he encountered this direct threat, academic freedom did not 

necessarily prevent this challenge from happening in the first place. And he alluded to the 

fact that he suspected those who did race-related work in academy got targeted for this 

specific reason. He could be doubly targeted because he did Black scholarship and he 

himself was Black. In this way, he became highly visible to those seeking to challenge 

professors who study these issues.  

 Dr. Aliaga experienced a similar challenge to her academic freedom. She 

described, 

I was a discussant respondent panel organizer for a panel that had the term 
"sensual knowledge" in it….And it was a presentation at the poetry center and 
they were a little nervous about the title. And I presented with someone who 
actually received a lot of negative press for a speech that she gave around ethnic 
studies. And so suddenly I saw my name with hers…I'm all too proud to have my 
name with hers. But we were on websites that, I think there was one, I mean I 
stopped looking because it was very nerve-wracking, where these are the deviants 
that teach your children. It was kind of a right-wing type of blogs and websites. 
And my brother thought, you should go to the FBI. And I thought, I don't think 
so. So I don't feel protected exactly. I mean what's to protect me from that?...And 
so, I don't know what to do about that. So sometimes I just don't think about 
that….But I don't know about feeling protected except in that I have a job. And 
that means a lot to me because I don't want to disavow the material consequences 
or the material realm at all. But it's not as though a job alone, the quality of the 
job, the climate of the job, I don't think academic freedom can do anything about 
that. 

 
Dr. Aliaga was clearly nervous about her academic freedom when she stepped outside the 

university, which she connected to her social identity profile (i. e. queer, Chicana, and 

radical/leftist) and her identity-related scholarship. She believed that both factors made 

her a target because they confronted dominant culture norms and power; she was 

characterized as “deviant.” She knew her job was protected by her academic freedom, but 

she did not feel protected from personal attacks that were identity related. Thus, the 

“quality” and “climate” of her job suffered despite academic freedom. Her only solution 
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was to try not to dwell this issue so that she could attempt to shelter her emotional and 

psychological well being in the academy. Yet the unease was always present. 

 Finally, Dr. Liner experienced a rather high-profile threat to his academic 

freedom. Yet while he did not feel this threat was tied to his personal social identities, he 

recognized that it was tied to social identity content. In an effort to protect Dr. Liner’s 

anonymity, I offer only a vague description of this incident. Basically, he presented 

material in one of his classes that some perceived to be an instance of him imposing his 

viewpoint on his students. This viewpoint was regarding a longstanding social-identity 

related conflict in another part of the world. Outside interest groups started a media 

campaign against him and a university administrator failed to support Dr. Liner’s 

academic freedom when he responded to those groups. Dr. Liner admitted to how things 

had been for him lately.  

It's a little tough. There's a message on my phone that I haven't checked today 
because I'm afraid of what it is. And this was in my mailbox today from the 
[outside interest group]. And I wonder what's in envelopes when I open them…. 
Because I have a record of death threats as recent as last week saying that I should 
be wiped from the face of the earth and hopefully that'll happen soon. 

 
Ultimately, Dr. Liner knew that he had academic freedom and he knew that his job was 

safe because they were both challenged. But he knew such things would not protect him 

from negative public scrutiny, which seems like a mild term to use when he had actually 

received death threats. The way in which this situation ultimately affected his enactment 

of his academic freedom will be discussed more in-depth in relation to my third research 

question. To foreshadow that analysis, though, this situation fatigued him to the point of 

wanting to give up. In summation, these four faculty knew that whatever happened, they 
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would have a job. But it was the “whatever happened” that academic freedom did nothing 

to protect.  

Self-protection/censorship 

 Whether it was a conscious process or not, several participants in this study 

demonstrated evidence of attempting to protect and/or censor themselves to avoid 

negative consequences despite the fact that academic freedom is meant to protect and free 

faculty from censorship. One of those participants was Dr. Brunay, who had engaged in a 

self-protection/censorship process that was most likely unconscious. She had achieved 

great success in the academy and her mixed race identity allowed her to code-switch 

(Sadao, 2003) in multiple worlds. An Ivy League institution once offered her a position, 

she had an extensive list of peer-reviewed publications and presentations, and she 

brought in a substantial amount of grant dollars. In order to maintain her access to and 

success in the academy, I believe she censored her work, which was by and large racially 

focused. She felt differently; “No, again I don't censor, but…sometimes I hit like a road 

block and then I have to re-strategize I think I would call it.” Based on her record of 

publications, her use of the word “re-strategize” could have been a euphemism that she 

used to guard her sense of self. Instead, she was likely self-censoring to maintain her 

access to and success in the dominant culture of the academy, maybe for the following 

reason: “We sort of track ourselves into these areas where we're studying our own self, 

like our own populations. And sometimes they're not the most lucrative areas.” The 

articles she wrote as a pre-tenured faculty member included labels in the titles such as 

“two-year college students,” “low SES high school students,” “youth in poverty,” “at-risk 

students,” and “unprepared college students.” However, once I began reading these 
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articles, she clearly described that students of color were disproportionately part of these 

groups. In fact, about 70% of her scholarship secondarily focused on people of color as 

opposed to the 8% that clearly named such a focus via the title. Interestingly, the 8% that 

named race or ethnicity were published post-tenure. By using different labels, she was 

exploring these issues in a way that did not erode her access and success. Therefore, her 

social identities could influence her ability to enact her academic freedom in the realm of 

research in that she self-censored her labels, thus diminishing her academic freedom.  

 Dr. Dekar and Dr. Rheeda pursued an avoidance strategy. First, Dr. Dekar did not 

specifically name that he sidestepped certain social identity-related topics because he 

wanted to avoid consequence, but he implied it. It was unclear, though, whether or not 

this was a conscious process of avoidance for him. Nonetheless, he described that being 

Muslim affected what one could say.  

I think it might affect your own self-censorship. And I'm just speculating but I 
think a non-Muslim would feel more reluctance to be, well, maybe they would be 
more careful.…But I mean that would only happen with some people. Because 
other people would have no problem, where they actually want to be critical of 
Islam and Muslims. So probably…there are a lot of academics who would be 
more cautious in the way they present things. Whereas had they been Muslim, 
they may not feel that need to be more cautious.  

 
Since he was Mulism, he felt that he had the authority to “be critical of Islam and 

Muslims.” Nowhere in his publications, however, did he indulge such a critique and he 

told me several times that he did not write on Islam. But he mentioned, “if I had had 

something to do with Israel…I would feel nervous.” Earlier in our interview, he referred 

to several instances of Muslim faculty members being targeted by outside interest groups, 

some of whom even lost their jobs (i. e. Joseph Massad and Edward Said). Again, he did 
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not fully believe in the protection of academic freedom. Instead, he protected himself 

from negative scrutiny by avoiding these identity-based topics altogether. 

Dr. Rheeda too avoided situations where she felt her identity-based work could be 

drawn into a negative limelight. She confided in me that she believed “spies” were 

planted in professors’ classrooms. 

This hasn't happened to me, but I know that there are spies that are planted in 
some professor’s classroom to out them for expressing so-called political 
views…. there is a possibility of being targeted for being something that's 
considered either non-academic or risky or whatever. 
 

She openly characterized her own social-identity based work as risky and, therefore, 

believed that she needed to protect herself.  

I haven't done that podcasting. And I also haven't put my lectures online. Partly 
because I don't want to be held…I don't want to be sound bit….So, and because of 
the way I teach, which is often very spontaneous and open and soliciting people's 
opinions…I don't at all have an orthodox classroom.  

 
Hence, rather than relying on her academic freedom to protect her unorthodox teaching, 

she protected herself by not providing online physical evidence of her classroom 

environment. She did not want to make herself an easy target for “spies” by having her 

words “sound bit,” meaning she did not want her words documented and used against her 

or out of context. Thus, being online seemed too dangerous to her.  

 Finally, Dr. Edwards had a revelation during our interview about his own self-

censorship. As I described in my introduction of Dr. Edwards, he failed to identify his 

racial identity to me when I asked the question, which was surprising because many of 

his more recent publications focused exclusively on Black males. He too was surprised. 

He reflected on his initial response to my question.  

That's interesting....I came into graduate school as a Black student and somehow 
graduate school has made me less, less invested. Uh, [exasperated sound] less 
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invested in being the Black voice. And I remember in one of my first papers…I 
had pulled some controversial work on the development of self. So I was looking 
at one of the books I use. And…I got a lot of critical feedback from one of my 
professors in the [institution]. And I think that made me kind of try to change. 
You know, focusing on black stuff in everything I did. And that was my first year 
in grad school. Yeah. So it's knocked the Black out of me.          

 
The last phrase, “So it’s knocked the Black out of me,” was especially poignant in our 

interview. The exasperated sound he uttered when he realized how graduate school made 

him less invested in the Black voice seemed to communicate his disappointment with 

himself and/or the environment of academia. His initial failure to identify his race or 

ethnicity and his subsequent assessment of this failure to do so was obviously an “ah ha” 

moment for him. Dr. Edwards understood through this encounter that his racial identity 

was not welcome in all realm of scholarship, which directed his early move away from 

work that focused on African Americans. He felt he had to change to survive in the 

academy; “But in my process of adapting and adjusting, I let go of some of my passion 

for Black [research].” This encounter taught him that to enact his academic freedom in 

this manner would bring criticism and consequence. It taught him to keep these identities 

out of the academy, or at least to diminish their salience. And he kept them out until he 

was at the point of earning tenure. This excision of identity coincides with Hughes, Ortiz, 

and Hornear’s (2012) recent article on faculty of color. They found that faculty of color 

had to negotiate their identities and their research during the hiring process to avoid 

having both rejected by the dominant culture of academia. This negotiation could include 

the excision of one’s non-dominant culture identities.  

 Dr. Liner, however, related a different experience with self-censorship. He too 

described that when he was in graduate school, a professor critiqued his work. This work 

was auto-ethnographic in nature (his methodology of choice). Naturally, when one 
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engages in auto-ethnography, a consideration of one’s social identities and perspectives 

typically takes place. He explained to me,  

My advisor…said that one needs to remain mindful that the story and the cultural 
interpretation and the theory doesn't get lost behind a type of…self reflective 
writing. And…the argument there is not to lose oneself in the writing. It's to 
prioritize what your task is inside the work. And if the task is to describe yourself 
and your experience, then you could write in the world and it might be something 
like a biography or memoir. But if your task is to offer cultural interpretation, then 
keep that goal in mind and ask how much you're serving that goal when you talk 
about yourself. So that was a type of keeping one in line that I think was 
appropriate.  

 
As I stated, this situation seems different from that of Dr. Edwards. Dr. Liner 

characterized the actions of his advisor as an appropriate form of coaching rather than an 

attempt to suppress his social identities. His advisor encouraged him to continue his auto-

ethnographic work rather than shutting him down. Within that work, though, his advisor 

sought to guide Dr. Liner’s efforts toward academic rigor. This guidance was readily 

apparent in Dr. Liner’s work. He revealed his identities via auto-ethnography, but he 

believed his publications reflected academic rigor in that they were published by peer-

reviewed journals. And again, these publications successfully facilitated his earning of 

tenure. He did not have to excise his racial/ethnic identities. Thus, there is a difference 

between “knock[ing] the Black out” of someone versus coaching someone on appropriate 

ways to moderate social identity in one’s scholarship. Mentors and colleagues need to 

recognize this difference when advising faculty of color. Dr. Liner’s experiences may 

have reflected an appropriate model for such a scenario. 

A change with tenure 

Only two participants in this study described that their views regarding their 

academic freedom did not change once they earned tenure: Drs. Parker and Pham. 
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Whether or not their racial/ethnic identities intersected with this fact is unknown, but 

again, Dr. Parker looked like a White male and Dr. Pham completely distanced himself 

from his race and ethnicity. All other participants indicated that despite the fact that 

academic freedom is supposed to exist both before and after tenure, they felt much safer 

engaging it after tenure.  

Dr. Darrett and Dr. Edwards were similar in that they both felt safer producing 

scholarship that focused on the Black experience and/or Black males after they had 

earned tenure. Dr. Darrett commented, 

Yeah, if I was coming into the academy now teaching this kind of stuff [the Black 
experience], I would probably be a little nervous…if I was pre-tenured. Even 
more nervous if I was the only one who was doing progressive scholarship. 
 

He knew that he was able to enact his academic freedom in a way that allowed him to 

research race and bring his racial identity to the forefront, but tenure was the ultimate 

protection, not academic freedom. With Dr. Edwards, his publication record clearly 

showed that he shifted his research trajectory back to the topic of Black males, two of his 

own social identities, once he neared tenure. He explained to me a possible reason for this 

shift. 

One thing that has changed…and I don't know...maybe it was because…I guess I 
thought I would get tenure...what did I have to lose? I started seeing myself return 
back to some of the interests and passions I had before I even came to graduate 
school. In terms of focusing on the Black male and focusing on more 
controversial type of positions and just taking a stance….I don't want to believe 
it's because I'm getting tenure I feel more comfortable. And, so I'm probably 
hesitant to say that because I don't want that to be true. 

 
Dr. Edwards directly connected his return to this passion to his assumption that he would 

earn tenure, which disappointed him. He was clear that scholarship related to Black males 

and Blacks in general was something that was important to him prior to entering the 
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realm of graduate education. Yet he did not feel confident enacting his academic freedom 

prior to earning tenure to pursue this kind of work, most likely because of his experience 

in graduate school where his professor “knocked the black out of [him].” Again, tenure 

protected him. Academic freedom was not enough. And he was discouraged that this was 

the case for him as a person of color. 

 Others described that tenure freed them from the potentially consequential 

influence of colleagues; academic freedom alone did not do so. Dr. Liner classified it as 

“remov[ing] a critical gaze.” According to Dr. Alejandra,    

I think at gross levels [academic freedom] is there before tenure, but it's in direct 
conflict with what people see as worthwhile study. I think when you're a junior 
faculty member you are really aware that not everyone agrees with your 
methodological approaches or with your notions of…equity or social justice.  

 
In this statement, Dr. Alejandra clearly positioned the social identity-related work she 

pursued on behalf of “equity and social justice” as antithetical to “what people see as 

worthwhile study” in the academy. She implied that for a faculty member to engage in 

such work pre-tenure, there could be consequences when that person progressed to the 

point of being evaluated by colleagues for tenure. And, as was highlighted in her 

introduction, Dr. Alejandra was vividly aware of her social identities in the academy as a 

marginalized woman of color; these identities consistently informed her work. Because 

her racial and gender identities were so intertwined, both could have also been 

intertwined with an evaluation of her identity-related work by her colleagues. And pre-

tenure, “it’s in direct conflict with what people see as worthwhile study,” despite the fact 

that academic freedom should protect one’s ability to do such work. For pre-tenured 

faculty members who pursue rigorous yet non-traditional identity-based scholarship, 

which could be compounded by those faculty members’ historically marginalized social 
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identities, is academic freedom enough to protect them from the “critical gaze” of their 

colleagues? Dr. Alejandra especially would say no.  

 Others described their experiences with tenure versus academic freedom by 

relaying how tenure now allowed them to more fully enact their academic freedom. Dr. 

Tren explained that now that he had tenure, he could work on a lengthy book he had 

always wanted to write to fulfill what he saw as a significant gap in the literature. For Dr. 

Dekar, tenure now allowed him to “attack” another scholar’s work (although the only 

scholar’s work he had “attacked” was someone who had long passed). Dr. Brunay now 

felt that she could engage in conflict with her department chair as a tenured faculty 

member. For Dr. Edwards, tenure now allowed him to pursue more lengthy and time-

intensive projects. These participants could all do something with tenure that they felt 

they could not do prior to earning it. The work they described is appropriate to what 

faculty members have historically done in the academy and their academic freedom 

should have technically allowed them to do it as a pre-tenured faculty member. But they 

chose not to because it may not have been well received by colleagues during their tenure 

evaluation. These participants did not connect these instances to their social identities, 

though, so one cannot say whether or not discrimination and oppression factored into 

these scenarios.  

 Finally, Dr. Aliaga’s feelings toward her tenure stood as an outlier in this data set. 

She confided that now that she had earned tenure, she in fact felt less protected and more 

exposed to attack when she was enacting her academic freedom to pursue identity-based 

activities.  

If anything I feel somewhat more vulnerable now. Because now I think…some of 
the hype of getting rid of professors…who can be understood ideologically or 
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pegged in that way. That's part of a…very visible practice that is meant to be 
threatening. And you don't have to do that to an untenured professor….there's not 
a lot of hype there. But to unsettle a tenured professor…I think generate[s] a lot 
more visibility, interest, whatever. And so I wonder….and maybe this 
conversation is making me think about that a little bit more. I didn't feel so 
threatened as an untenured faculty. Now…I have something to lose differently.…I 
might be on someone's radar screen. 

 
Dr. Aliaga feared the visibility that comes with tenure. With greater visibility, her 

“deviant” identities of queer and Chicana and her social identity-based work could step 

more into the limelight. Prior to tenure, she felt that her non-singular scholarship and her 

ability to remain relatively unknown helped to shield her rather than her academic 

freedom. Again, she knew her academic freedom would protect her job, but she in no 

way felt it protected her from negative scrutiny that targeted her social identities. 

Therefore, for Dr. Aliaga, tenure threatened her academic freedom even more by placing 

greater intensity upon her need to enact it when the inevitable challenges arose.  

 In summation, Drs. Pham and Parker did not see any way in which their identities 

affected their ability to enact their academic freedom. Others, however, saw that their 

social identities could affect their ability to enact their academic freedom due to they 

ways in which they could be pigeonholed and the ways in which it was not equally 

applied to or accessed by all faculty members. Also, others described that academic 

freedom protected their job, but it did not protect them from negative identity-based 

scrutiny. This scrutiny could especially be a factor when they engaged in scholarship that 

was considered controversial, oftentimes in relation to race or ethnicity and other social 

identities. Finally, some demonstrated that their social identities dictated their need to 

engage in self-protection/censorship and others described that tenure offered them greater 
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protection than academic freedom alone to pursue identity-based scholarship. Dr. Aliaga, 

of course, was an exception to the last point.  

Research question 3: How do faculty of color believe that discrimination and/or 

oppression influence their ability to enact their academic freedom? 

 Similar to my second research question, there were a range of experiences with 

discrimination amongst my participants. Dr. Tren neither confirmed nor even conceded to 

the potential for discrimination or oppression against him in the academy. He answered, 

“I would say no. I have not,” and did not elaborate further.  His experiences had been 

without incident, possibly because his racial/ethnic group was not underrepresented at his 

institution and/or because he focused on the relatively neutral topic of methodology. 

Therefore, he did not classify discrimination and/or oppression as something that affected 

his ability to enact his academic freedom. Everyone else in this study, though, at least 

considered the potential for discrimination or oppression in the academy, while a few 

could readily recall situations where they were discriminated against. Therefore, the ways 

in which discrimination and/or oppression affect participants’ ability to enact their 

academic freedom varies. In this section, I reflect on the following themes: cannot be 

sure; hearing other horror stories; of course I’ve experienced discrimination; and wearing 

you down.  

Cannot be sure 

First, a few participants indicated that because discrimination and/or oppression 

(e. g. racism, sexism, heterosexism, etc.) could be so covert, they could not always be 

sure that they were experiencing it. First, in responding to my question regarding whether 

or not he had experienced discrimination in the academy, Dr. Edwards told me, 
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Not sure…That, I don't know. That would be hard to find out or prove in the 
academy. Even people who have cases. They look like they are over exaggerating 
when they bring those cases in front of others. Because you can see legitimate 
reasons, logical reasons for why it would not be discrimination when you know in 
your gut that it probably is. So I don't know. 

 
Dr. Edwards touched on a point that is unfortunately oftentimes true: instances of 

discrimination are hard to prove. Because he believed that people of color who call out 

instances of discrimination are oftentimes considered to be “over exaggerating,” he 

understood that he might not have been taken seriously in confronting discrimination 

since he was African American. Similarly, Dr. Pham commented that he felt he had not 

encountered any incidents of discrimination in the academy that he could think of; “I 

have not.” However, he added, “Maybe I’m clueless.” He did not see it, but he 

recognized the potential for it. Despite the fact that he so vehemently sought to separate 

from his race and ethnicity, he knew that others could still see him as a person of color 

and react to him accordingly. Dr. Alejandra too described that one could never be sure 

about discrimination. 

Discrimination in the academy is a funny thing because you're mostly not sure 
what you're being discriminated against. That is, is it as a woman? Is it as a 
woman of color? Is it because of your ideas?...Sometimes it's just because you're a 
junior faculty member. Discrimination is a funny thing. 
 

Her description reflects the compounding factor of intersectionality. Even if one suspects 

that discrimination is occurring, one cannot not always be sure which identity or 

combination of identities is drawing it out. Again, these three participants all 

acknowledged that they could potentially be experiencing discrimination, but that they 

could not be sure.  

So how might the potentiality of discrimination or oppression for these 

participants affect their ability to enact their academic freedom? Dr. Alejandra reflected,  
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I don't have a sense of being kept from doing something. But that's not the same 
as being invited to do things. You see the difference?...There would certainly be 
cases where there were colleagues who were White who would be invited to 
engage in activities or to be on projects and so forth that I knew I was qualified 
for….But I guess I just didn't come to mind....It's much more subtle I think than 
that.  
 

If faculty of color are not aware of certain opportunities because they are not being 

invited to participate in them, their ability to enact their academic freedom could be 

diminished if they are not even given the chance to enact it in certain realms. And 

because they cannot always be sure whether discrimination and/or oppression is 

occurring, confronting this fact may only serve to make them look like they are “over 

exaggerating.” Therefore, discrimination and its potential relationship with diminished 

opportunity to enact academic freedom remains covert because one cannot always be sure 

whether or not they are being kept from doing something because of their social 

identities. 

Hearing other horror stories 

Drs. Darrett, Parker, and Dekar had all heard other horror stories regarding 

discrimination and/or oppression in the academy. Dr. Darrett conceded,  

Yeah, I can imagine somebody not really valuing certain identities and 
experiences and then if the person is doing research on that, it's just not valued. So 
I can see that. And I've heard that too. That they only really care to do work on 
people of color and women, that people in the department don't think that's 
worthy research. I've heard that. 

 
He had heard that for some faculty of color, enacting their academic freedom to pursue 

scholarship that focused on women and people of color resulted in a devaluing of their 

work by their colleagues. Such a devaluing may have reflected discrimination, especially 

if that work was appropriately rigorous and within the bounds of these faculty members’ 

fields. As such, Dr. Darrett was aware that he had perhaps been lucky so far. Yet he 
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hypothesized earlier that were he to move to another department, the ways in which he 

enacted his academic freedom to pursue identity-based research might not have been 

rewarded, thus diminishing his academic freedom.  

Drs. Dekar and Parker too were aware of the experiences of other faculty of color. 

Dr. Dekar told me,  

I'm sure you're familiar with what happened at Columbia University. There was a 
campaign in the community…against at least one of the professors….No, it was 
actually two of the professors in the department. And there was a campaign to… 
have the department dissolved….I mean it was a huge controversy for some time. 
Not that long ago. Then there have been professors who came up for tenure and 
they had huge struggles because people contacted the board of directors of the 
university and…were nearly successful in preventing them from getting tenure.   

 
The two faculty members he referenced were Edward Said and Joseph Massad, both of 

whom were Muslim. He insinuated that discrimination and/or oppression was a factor in 

the targeting of these two faculty members and that they experienced significant 

consequences despite the fact that their work in the academy should have been protected 

by academic freedom. Because he was aware of the discriminatory experiences of others, 

his own ability to enact his academic freedom was diminished in that he avoided anything 

he perceived to be controversial in the academy to circumvent a similar fate. Finally, Dr. 

Parker explained, “Because I don't obviously look Hispanic, I've been privy to many 

discussions where I've seen the very clear biases against people because of their race or 

gender by being, by all outwards appearances, a white male.” He had witnessed the 

discriminatory devaluing of faculty of color and/or women, as well as the devaluing of 

their work, by White faculty colleagues. Thus, he had witnessed the devaluing of their 

choice to engage their academic freedom in the ways that they did that were not always 

related to academic rigor. The discriminatory views of these White faculty colleagues 
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could, theoretically, be acted upon in the tenure and promotion process in the evaluation 

of colleagues of color. 

Of course I’ve experienced discrimination 

Several faculty members could easily recall personal experiences of 

discrimination and oppression. Dr. Aliaga stated, “Oh my goodness, of course I have” 

when I asked her whether or not she had experienced discrimination in the academy. She 

described a situation where a White female colleague asked her, “How did I feel about 

taking a job from white men who were more qualified than me?” Dr. Aliaga elaborated 

that this same colleague tried to delay her course proposals and that she would “present 

obstacles at every turn.” When faculty members in the department voted to offer Dr. 

Aliaga a position, this particular colleague abstained from voting. Dr. Aliaga was clear 

that the overt discrimination she experienced from this colleague diminished her 

academic freedom in that her enactment of it in her daily work (e. g. to propose a new 

course) only brought retribution and adversity.  

Dr. Tan ultimately ended up leaving an institution over what he perceived were 

acts of discrimination towards him as an Asian faculty member. He relayed the following 

situation, 

The president even ma[d]e a public comment, we are 90% Hispanic students. Our 
faculty profile need[s] to be as close to [the] student profile. And for me that's 
discrimination. And very public discrimination. He's saying we want a 90% 
Hispanic faculty. And at that point, I have to tell you, part of my reason for 
leaving [the university], after hearing that I said, suddenly I am not welcome here. 
And I was considered one of the best faculty, and some Hispanic faculty 
were…the worst. Since they are willing to fit that profile to go after substandard 
faculty. And for me that's kind of backward. 

 
Dr. Tan described in our interview that he felt his academic freedom was further 

diminished in that he did not research issues related to race or ethnicity, gender, etc. 
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Therefore, he did not have access to the immense amount of funding that he perceived to 

be going to those areas.  The way in which he believed discrimination diminished his 

ability to enact his academic freedom was, then, twofold. One, the enactment of his 

academic freedom to pursue his work at his previous institution would be devalued 

because he was Asian and he was “not welcome.” And two, because he did not engage in 

scholarship that focused on race or ethnicity, the work he did pursue under the auspices 

of academic freedom was not supported via funding or positive evaluations. At his 

previous institution he could technically enact his academic freedom to pursue work of 

his choice, but he himself and his work did not fit with what the president wanted so Dr. 

Tan felt curtailed enough to leave.   

 Drs. Liner and Rheeda experienced more serious consequences in the academy 

that were influenced by discrimination. First, Dr. Liner’s academic freedom was clearly 

infringed upon by an administrator at his institution, as I described previously. Even 

several of his faculty colleagues confirmed via the media that the administrator’s actions 

were a definite infringement of Dr. Liner’s academic freedom. Yet Dr. Liner did not 

think he was personally discriminated against with this infringement. However, he did 

concede that the identity-based conflict he discussed in his class, which ultimately 

brought about the circumstances that led to the infringement of his academic freedom, is 

one that is based on the historical discrimination and oppression of one of the involved 

ethnic groups. Because he was perceived to be in support of the ethnic group that he 

classified as oppressed, he was challenged by outside groups that aligned with the 

“oppressor.” Therefore, his naming of historical discrimination and oppression was 

challenged and, therefore, his academic freedom.  
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Dr. Rheeda’s colleagues actually voted against granting her tenure. Although Dr. 

Rheeda was more suited to an ethnic studies department, a humanities department hired 

her because ethnic studies did not yet exist at her institution (ethnic studies had achieved 

departmental status at the time of our interview, though, and her secondary appointment 

to it came post-tenure). Because of the historical exclusion of people of color from the 

academy and, therefore, of ethnic studies, such departments are relatively new in higher 

education. As such, her tenure review took place within the context of her humanities 

department. Her humanities colleagues did not feel they could positively evaluate her 

work based on their disciplinary standards because it did not fit with what was 

traditionally done in their department. Subsequently, they voted against her tenure. She 

ultimately earned tenure due to the university’s procedural violations, yet she felt like she 

deserved it regardless. Dr. Rheeda discussed the larger context for her difficulty in being 

promoted as a person of color in the academy.  

So I think the incongruity…of the underrepresented women, underrepresented 
people of color at the University, the idea that you had to work like a man. 
Foregrounding identity made you weak….So there's the suppression of 
identity…in order to be seen…as a serious and productive scholar. Right? There's 
that. Which I’ve never felt….I don't know if I would call it discrimination. I don't 
think I would. What I would call it, though, is…projections. Projections that are 
fed by stereotypes. So the examples that we just gave about being an expert in 
one's identity….If you’re a person of color studying Milton…I'm doing a 
legitimate thing and…I'm being an objective scholar. Well, let's say I decide to 
study Toni Morrison. Well, I'm studying her because she's a Black woman, right? 
So…it's not so much discrimination. I would call it bias that comes out 
of…stereotypes and ideas that are related to discrimination, right?...But 
discrimination morphs to accommodate historical conditions. So the ways that 
one experiences bias is probably more subtle, but maybe in a lot of ways more 
insidious. But I would also say that you'd be hard pressed to find a person of color 
professor in the academy who does not speak standard English, who is not light 
skinned….All of us who are people of color in the academy, or most of us I would 
say, are...highly assimilable. And my own background, I mean I don't speak Black 
vernacular. I wasn't raised speaking Black vernacular. I know that I rarely…have 
encountered another professor, a Black professor, who speaks a Black vernacular. 
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Most of the African American professors I know who speak that Black vernacular 
do both. They're bi-dialectical, right? Encountering someone who talks Black, 
quote unquote? No. And that's discrimination….That's racism. But it's systemic. 

 
Dr. Rheeda explained how covert and changing discrimination could be, which 

made it far more “insidious.” While she did not classify stereotypes as discrimination, I 

would classify them as such because stereotypes can have consequences that can keep 

people out of the academy despite the fact that they do good work. And she suggested 

that some people of color are kept out (i. e. faculty who speak the Black vernacular 

and/or faculty who do not easily assimilate). She asserted that she personally had not 

been a victim of such stereotypes. However, stereotypes could have played a role in her 

initial denial of tenure when her work on mixed race studies was not considered to be 

good enough to garner a positive evaluation from her colleagues, especially if that work 

was stereotyped as “less than.” But maybe because she was so highly “assimilable” and 

did not speak the Black vernacular, she was able to “pass” to a certain extent in the 

academy. Thus she could fit in with the dominant academic culture just enough to work 

the system and ultimately be granted tenure. So how did discrimination affect her ability 

to enact her academic freedom? It came down to her inability to be deemed as fully 

legitimate in the academy (both her work and her personally). While she had academic 

freedom to engage her social identities and social identity content in the realms of 

teaching, service, and research, she experienced material consequences in the tenure and 

promotion process and in the “objective” evaluation of her work.  

Wearing you down 

Two faculty participants illustrated one of the main points that I would ultimately 

like to make in this research. First, upon reflecting on the extremely stressful challenges 
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he had received to his academic freedom in relation to his stance against discrimination 

and/or oppression, Dr. Liner revealed, 

They wear you down. I could, I think, make an argument that teaching [ethnic] 
rights is absolutely essential to how I teach [ethnic] studies because it's a really 
belligerent example of a destruction of people's life ways that are happening as 
we're having this conversation. But part of me is tired after just three months of 
talking about it and fighting that fight and I should be allowed to talk about it. I 
can choose [almost any other country] and talk about anti-colonial movements 
inside indigenous communities. And no one will say anything and I'll be able to 
go about my work. I fear that in the next year I'll learn that if I do that, if I stop 
talking about [that ethnic group], that I'll be patted on the back and promoted. 
And if I don't, I wonder if I'll make full professor. It's coming to that point here…. 
So, there's a type of some administrator telling me, you cannot do this? No. Do 
they make a world possible where the phone calls and mail comes because they 
don't say anything? Sure. So do I have academic freedom? Sure. Is it fatiguing? 
Absolutely…I mean I think that one could say that…there's a type of battle that's 
won just by wearing your opponent down. It's like the boxers who run around the 
ring just trying to get the other to expend their energy. They're not actually taking 
direct punches at ‘em. I think that…there are certain lobbying groups in the U. S. 
who know the power of just simply hit constantly of small little tiny jabs.  
 

Ultimately, Dr. Liner knew that he had academic freedom and that his job was safe. But 

he also knew that such things would not protect him from negative scrutiny and that 

administrators and colleagues could diminish his sense of academic freedom via either 

their silence or their responses to these outside groups. It was a war of attrition for him, 

much like his boxing metaphor. He could engage and enact his academic freedom all he 

wanted on behalf of historically marginalized social identity groups. But if his institution 

and his colleagues did not support him in these endeavors, the logical conclusion was that 

he would simply succumb to fatigue and cease to enact his academic freedom. This 

scenario is demonstrative of Smith’s (2004) concept of racial battle fatigue where people 

of color are emotionally, physically, and mentally distressed by their unremitting 

exposure to racism. 
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Dr. Rheeda too stated that the discrimination she experienced, “[is] wearing, you 

know? It's wearing.” She went on to explain,  

And sometimes I do feel that I am displacing a real, authentic woman of color. 
Now I know that's not true. But…I do feel like…the good subject, right? I'm a 
good subject….So I would say targeting individuals in ways that have to do with 
racism and sexism…like somebody who's darker skinned….Somebody who 
speaks in the vernacular. Just somebody who doesn't assimilate as well….Those 
people are going to have a much harder time sometimes. And they're my friends 
and my colleagues. And what threatens them threatens me I feel, in that sense. 

 
She too was clear in that racism, sexism, and other forms of discrimination threatened 

those who were of non-dominant culture identity backgrounds by wearing them down 

until they no longer had the energy or willpower to enact their academic freedom. And it 

was a collective wearing down since she experienced empathy for her friends and 

colleagues who either did not assimilate well or did not choose to assimilate. Ultimately, 

faculty of color may need to “just go along to get along” and be “the good subject” via 

the accepted routes of enacting their academic freedom, as sanctioned by the dominant 

culture of the academy. But “authentic” people of color who are able to fully embody 

their social identities and perspectives might be lost in that process via the constant 

“small little tiny jabs” of discrimination and oppression.  

In this chapter, I sought to delineate the many ways in which faculty participants 

experienced and perceived their academic freedom. Some viewed their academic freedom 

in a relatively uneventful light in that they felt fully free to enact it in the realms of 

teaching, service, and research. They had not experienced any challenges to it and they 

did not feel their race or ethnicity and other social identities negatively affected their 

enactment of it. Other participants in this study felt the daily sting of discrimination and 

were fatigued by it. They recognized that their academic freedom could be challenged at 
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any moment, potentially in relation to their social-identity based work and/or their own 

social identities. Regardless of their experiences, every person in this study viewed the 

privilege of academic freedom as important to their work and, therefore, sought to enact 

it responsibly. In the next chapter, I emphasize another way in which faculty participants 

regarded their academic freedom: as a vehicle for agency.  
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CHAPTER V 

Academic freedom as facilitating agency: A counter-story 

 There was supposed to be a fourteenth voice in this research. In March of 2012, a 

colleague put me in touch with an African American woman who met the criteria for 

participation in my study. This woman was to be my first participant; I had yet to connect 

with anyone else. I kept a journal to record my thoughts and emotions as I went through 

the entire data collection process. Prior to meeting this woman, I made the following 

entry: 

 4-2-12 (Mon.) 
First participant!...Getting excited for the interview. Also a little nervous. Will I 
come off as some eager, young, naïve, White researcher? I’m nervous about 
coming across as fake. Like I get it intellectually, but don’t truly understand 
because of my race. But I also need to remember that we probably share certain 
social identity characteristics (e.g. female, hetero?). Will she see me as legit since 
I am just a young student? I want to connect with her and truly understand what 
she is going to say.  

 
Looking back on this journal entry, my nervousness about how I would come across 

foreshadowed the failure that was to be this first interview. When we later met to do the 

interview, she seemed instantly reticent to speak with me and asked me several times 

about the protections I had in place to assure her anonymity. I described these 

protections, we went over the consent form, and I then began to ask her my interview 

questions. She grew increasingly uncomfortable as the interview progressed. Her facial 

features were strained; she was not relaxed and/or smiling. She several times interrupted 

herself to tell me not to use what she had just said because she thought it would provide 

too much detail regarding her true identity. I got about halfway through my questions 

when she finally just asked me to stop. She said that she needed to withdraw from my 

study because she was too nervous about being found out by her colleagues. She asked 
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that I immediately erase the audio recording and tear up the consent form, which I did. 

We then debriefed a bit. She described that she felt she had academic freedom in her 

teaching, but in all other realms she felt that she was policed and subordinated by her 

colleagues because of her race and her gender identity. She said she was unable to say 

anything in her department that would rock the boat, despite the fact that she 

characterized her field as relatively progressive. And she indicated that she did not have 

the freedom to say anything that challenged another scholar or colleague; she had to 

either become one of them or at least befriend them. She ended by saying that there were 

several days where she had difficulty even getting out of bed because the thought of 

going to the office was too painful. I broadly told her of my premise for this study that 

faculty of color are not able to fully enact their academic freedom in the academy without 

consequence, oftentimes in relation to the tenure and promotion process. She 

communicated that she thought this premise was accurate.  

 I logged another journal entry within hours of this meeting. After first describing 

what had happened in the interview, I wrote, 

I felt surprised by how aware of my social identities I was [during the interview]. 
I felt like a total outsider. A naïve little White girl student asking her to tell me 
serious and painful stuff – stuff that has consequence and hurt attached to it for 
her. I am happy intellectually that she affirmed that I’m on the right path. But it 
was painful to see how such experiences affect a real live person. I spoke with 
[my peer de-briefer]. She reminded me that no data is data….Nevertheless, today 
was a hard lesson to be learned…I’m feeling really disheartened and 
uncomfortable. My identities are so salient right now. I was uncomfortable asking 
these questions, like my participants would know I could never truly relate and 
that this held no consequence for me. I wasn’t prepared for this and I’m surprised 
by the hurt I both witnessed and felt today (my own hurt because I had brought 
out such feelings in [her] via my questions). I didn’t realize what doing this 
research meant – I feel like I connected to it today personally for the first time. 
Like now I’m a part of the study and I wasn’t prepared for what that meant.  
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I was able to move past this first interview to successfully interview 13 other participants. 

However, this first interview taught me two things, to which this journal entry alludes. 

One, my social identities truly did affect this research. They likely affected how my 

participants responded to me and they definitely affected how I responded to my 

participants and their experiences. And two, while I was prepared to uncover stories of 

racism in this study since I was using CRT, I was not prepared how those stories would 

make me feel, the toll they would take on me personally. I have mixed feelings about this 

last sentence. I have the option to walk away from these stories because I am White. But 

it saddens me that I have this option when others do not. Nonetheless, through this 

research I was privy to intimate and sordid examples of racism, sexism, heterosexism, 

etc. that I do not believe will ever fully leave my mind. 

 The data I collected and my encounter with this first participant in many ways 

affirmed that social identities can and do affect one’s ability to enact one’s academic 

freedom and that those effects are oftentimes negative. In the previous chapter, I 

highlighted many of the ways in which participants’ social identities brought policing 

from colleagues and threats from outsiders. Their academic freedom is subsequently 

diminished in the many ways I described. After reflecting on this research, I realize the 

extent to which my conclusions are disempowering. The negativity of my conclusions is 

what I expected, but now that I have uncovered them, I do not want to end on this note. 

Instead, what is another counter-story that I want to tell? 

 There was one article I contemplated throughout this research, the basic premise 

of which I found examples of in my own data set.  The article is by Benjamin Baez 

(2000) and it is entitled, Race-related service and faculty of color: Conceptualizing 
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critical agency in academy. In the abstract, Baez described that, “Based on a qualitative 

study of sixteen faculty of color at a private research university, this article argues that 

service, though significantly presenting obstacles to the promotion and retention of 

faculty of color, actually may set the stage for a critical agency that resists and redefines 

academic structures that hinder faculty success” (p. 363). His findings showed that 

faculty of color could sometimes gravitate towards engagement in service activities that 

they viewed may have supported their social identity communities. Yet there could be 

consequences in the tenure and promotion process when those faculty members were 

negatively evaluated for doing too much service at the expense of their research. Baez 

asserted, though, that this service could actually be a form of critical agency for those 

faculty members. By engaging in these activities, they were able to promote and support 

social justice on behalf of racial minorities, which could have served to “redefine 

oppressive structures” (p. 363).  

The reason Baez’s article stands out to me is because his findings empower rather 

than disempower. And I suspected that his premise of critical agency could be found 

within my research. My data set had already hinted at the concept of agency via academic 

freedom, especially the theme of tailoring course content. Many of the participants in my 

study chose to shape their course content in a way that reflected their own social identity 

perspective and/or their desire to explore and promote social justice on behalf of 

marginalized social identity groups, which was supported by their academic freedom. Yet 

I felt that I needed more evidence to support my hunch.  

The data in this next section (i. e. the email exchanges) were actually garnered via 

my initial data collection efforts and the theme I explore emerged within my primary 
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analysis. However, in my efforts to construct a narrative version of a counter-story, I 

have chosen to fictionalize the context in which I obtained this data. This counter-story 

that I put forth highlights the theme of academic freedom as facilitating agency.  

Academic freedom as facilitating agency 

Since it was not an option for me to again travel to meet with all my participants, I 

communicated with them via email: 

Hi Dr. [name]! I hope you are doing well. 

Again, I want to thank you for participating in my dissertation research. I greatly 
enjoyed our conversation and I have been uncovering what I think are interesting 
and meaningful themes. I described to you that I am using the lens of critical race 
theory in this research and, therefore, that I am expecting to uncover instances of 
racism and other “isms.” Well, I certainly am uncovering those things. However, I 
am sensing that there is another story here too, one that relates to agency that is 
perhaps supported by academic freedom. As such, would you be willing to 
respond to one more thing for me? Based on your experiences and our discussion, 
please finish the following sentence: 
 
“In relation to my social identities, my academic freedom supports my agency 
to…” 
 
Feel free to respond via email. Otherwise, I am happy to speak with you via 
phone or Skype as well. Thanks again and take care! 
 
Holley 

 
Then, I sent the email to each individual participant and waited. The first reply came later 

that evening. It was from Dr. Alejandra. As was common in our email exchanges, she 

dove right into answering my question, foregoing any greeting or closing. Per her email: 

[I will answer your question with an example]. Recently I've begun to be very 
interested in international education and in health literacy. These two things might 
be very disparate, but they both come from my sense of being a woman and a 
woman of color….I'm very conscious of the fact that of the people who are 
illiterate in the world, 75% of them are women and girls. And so I'm very 
conscious of how fortunate I am and [I] also [feel] an increasing sense of 
responsibility….How do I leave my mark on this world with respect to somehow 
helping girls and women becoming more literate or helping them understand how 
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to make that happen? But…back to the health literacy. By and large it's women 
who are the people who are responsible for the health of our families. And the 
extent to which they understand the kinds of treatment that's being prescribed and 
the medicine that's being prescribed and so forth has an impact on the health of 
our families and the health of our nation. And so it's those cases as a woman and a 
as a person of color, my sense of what I want to study and what I want my 
students to know is explored by those, those senses of self. And my sense of my 
academic freedom allows me to pursue these interests and…is very precious to 
me.  
 
After reading this response, I felt like I had struck exactly the right chord in 

asking this question. In terms of Dr. Alejandra’s role as an educator and her social 

identity background, academic freedom supported her agency to incorporate her view of 

a socially just agenda into her teaching. Her identification as “a woman and a woman of 

color” informed her perspective and directed her gaze towards the double marginalization 

experienced by women and girls of color. And her perspective as a woman helped her to 

easily understand that women carry a significant amount of responsibility in their 

families. Because she felt fortunate to be highly educated, she experienced a great “sense 

of responsibility” to work and speak on behalf of women of color. She wanted to be a 

part of the solution, she wanted to be a direct agent of change in helping women and girls 

become literate. One of the ways she felt she could “leave her mark” was to engage her 

academic freedom in the classroom and in her research to draw on her perspective as a 

woman of color. She felt that by doing so, she could better train her students to be 

effective teachers for all students.  

Her email prompted me to take another look at her publications. This agency that 

she described was readily apparent in her scholarship. She was consistent in 

communicating that not all students in a K-12 classroom should be taught in the same 

way. Students of non-dominant culture backgrounds had different needs in the classroom, 
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yet that did not mean these students were deficient. She placed the onus on the teacher 

and the education system; they were the ones who were responsible for fulfilling the 

unique educational needs of each and every student. Non-dominant culture students were 

not inherently “deficient” in her view. Subsequently, because Dr. Alejandra believed her 

academic freedom granted her protection in the realm of teaching, she was comfortable 

engaging those identities with her students and she felt privileged in being able to “leave 

her mark” in that particular way.  This work was her version of social justice and her 

academic freedom supported her agency to draw on her social identity-based perspectives 

and experiences in pursuit of that social justice. 

The following afternoon I checked my inbox and saw that I had received emails 

from Drs. Pham and Tan. Here are their emails, in order:  

Hope this was useful for you. 

I think I bring with me certain rich experiences from outside this country that 
offers me to have a certain different perspective. And in fact I actually share that 
perspective with my students at every given opportunity. So that A) they know 
how good they have it or B) they know how it could be….It also helps them 
understand the physiology and the particular medical knowledge that I’m trying to 
pass along to them. So if anything I think I delve in to it. [My perspective 
enriches] my teaching experience to be able to impart the knowledge that needs to 
be imparted.  

Thanks 

[Dr. Pham] 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Hi Holley, 
 
Glad to hear from you.  

Part of my teaching is to introduce students to the outside world. I'm originally 
from Taiwan. I got a lot of exposure to China, Japan, Singapore. And so when we 
always talk about [science] systems. I also like to use examples from those 
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regions. And particularly if a person was born and raised here, that's all they 
know, right?...And so I wanted to make sure that that's not the only way we live. 
There are a lot of people in different countries with different life styles and their 
[science] systems are completely different. And I too sometimes touch on [the] 
hard fact that we are so wasteful. In energy, there was a student comment 
about…how can we be happy here if we don't consume? Somehow consumption, 
spending money is [the] source of happiness….I have to somehow use different 
culture[s], bring in different contexts that contrast that.  

Good luck with your research and keep me posted! 
 
[Dr. Tan] 

These two emails were analogous: Dr. Pham and Dr. Tan drew on their international 

backgrounds to teach their students about their privilege as U. S. residents and to shed 

light on other ways of being. I thought back to my initial interview with these two men 

and remembered that they had both downplayed their social identities to a certain extent. 

However, these emails highlighted that both viewed their international identities as 

enriching their teaching. They believed their agency to do so was supported by their 

academic freedom.  

Over the next few days, I received several more email responses. First, Dr. 

Aliaga’s email was long and enlightening in relation to my “academic freedom as 

agency” inquiry. 

Hello Holley, 

[Regarding my teaching], sometimes I'll tell students this is who I am. This is 
where I stand politically. This is ideologically my profile. And I do not expect you 
to become me. But how many Chicana professors have you had? Zero…most of 
them have had zero. So they might as well know where I'm coming from. 
And…not every Chicana will have this profile. But that's who I am, that's who's 
teaching you. And that's who's here to learn from you. Because I do practice a 
feminist pedagogy of not centering myself exclusively in the classroom. 
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[In terms of my service, my identities] commit me to certain practices. Like I was 
a volunteer with the literacy groups. And I found one that didn't accept federal 
dollars because they didn't want to ask immigration status. So that's where I spent 
my time. And I think that's part of the Chicana sort of commitment to community. 
And…really also living the mission of the land grant institution and trying to be 
relevant and accessible to the community. And increasingly I work with youth 
and youth-serving organizations that work with youth that can be identified as 
vulnerable in some way. And I think that also, trying to work with that group of 
youth for a number of reasons, one of which is recognizing my own identity as a 
first generation scholar trying to make sure that pathways are available to other 
young people for whom the academy may not be familiar or feel familiar. And the 
queer again, that's the same thing. Just about rights, broadly defined and broadly 
inclusive.  

[And with my research], even my creative work is very much…in a way a 
commitment to both of those identities [queer and Chicana]. It's not even just a 
commitment. It's an expression in some ways. I think the queer is an unhinging. 
And so this idea that scholarship has to look one way. When I talk about queer 
kind of unsettling those assumptions about homogeneity. You know, really kind 
of a multiplicity and an uncertainty that I think queer theory opens us up to. The 
possibilities…so the kind of work that I do creatively is really kind of that 
expression. 

Saludos,  

[Dr. Aliaga] 

There was much to be unpacked in this email. First, Dr. Aliaga was clear that she 

saw her very existence in the academy as antithetical to the dominant culture; “How 

many [queer] Chicana professors have you had? Zero.” And because she was so deeply 

committed to marginalized communities and fighting for social justice, all her efforts 

were focused on “unsettling” and “unhinging” what she saw as the hegemonic, dominant 

culture. She embodied an alternative perspective for her students, she worked with 

organizations that served vulnerable community members (most likely of non-dominant 

cultures), and her research was a mechanism to upset the dominant culture discourse. I 

even recalled one of her articles where she described that she purposefully altered a word 

to disrupt how dominant cultures had used that word to historically subordinate 
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marginalized groups. In her email and in her work, she was communicating that her 

social identities of queer and Chicana spurred her agency to pursue social justice in those 

ways, which was supported by her academic freedom. I know that she did not necessarily 

feel her academic freedom would protect her. Yet, here was clear evidence of her agency.  

 Drs. Edwards and Darrett were next. Here are their emails: 

I hope it was helpful... 

I connect to a lot of different projects in the role of someone who is just bringing 
up different scenarios. Different ways to look at things, different perspectives. So 
I thought ideas of how you can approach things differently…but most of those 
ideas are focused on marginalized individuals. Most of those service projects... 
deal with marginalized individuals and race….So I get to be a person on 
committees dealing with people of color. Bringing out different ideas, different 
perspectives, different ways of looking at things…but doing it in a way that I am 
connecting with people that I enjoy talking to and being around. Collaborating 
around issues of race and students of color and playing the role of someone that's 
just bringing up new ideas.  
 
[Dr. Edwards] 
 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 

 Holley, 

Glad you were able to transcribe the interview.  Love to read it.  

Well, I can never separate [being Black from being a professor] because I 
wouldn't be a professor today if it wasn't for who I was in the condition. So…the 
catalyst for it…was my history and my social experience. [That being said, my 
academic freedom supports my agency to] investigate and answer questions 
around social injustice and progressive grassroots social movements and what that 
means historically and what are the implications for today. 

 [Dr. Darrett] 

I thought about these emails for a bit. Dr. Edwards’ email seemed to reflect that his 

academic freedom supported his agency to pursue service activities that he saw directly 
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benefitted “marginalized individuals” and “people of color.” And in doing those 

activities, academic freedom also supported his agency to be the person “bringing up new 

ideas” or doing things in a new way.  

Dr. Darrett’s email described something relatively similar. Because he focused on 

history, he framed the sense of agency he felt in relation to his academic freedom as one 

that reinforced the work he did to examine society’s discriminatory past. Furthermore, he 

asserted that he could not separate his racial identity from his professional identity 

because the former was the impetus for the latter. Based on our conversation about his 

background during our initial interview, I knew that by saying “the condition” he was 

referencing his childhood in a Black, impoverished, urban neighborhood. In our interview 

he had explained to me that as a child, he wanted answers regarding this “history of 

blight.” Thus, throughout his career, his agency to explore his own racial identity and that 

of his community had been supported by his academic freedom.  

About a week later, I received emails from Drs. Myeong, Brunay, Rheeda, and 

Tren. Coincidentally, the emails from Drs. Myeong, Brunay, and Rheeda all described a 

similar scenario. First, Dr. Myeong wrote,  

Dear Holley, 

I'm so sorry, I've been extremely busy.  

“In relation to my social identities, my academic freedom supports my agency 
to…” 
 
I try to exercise my freedom in the sense that I offer courses that are not 
necessarily traditionally offered. Like for example I've been offering a seminar on 
[a country and its people] just because I feel many of our students get their 
information from mass media. And they don't really understand [this country or 
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its people]. So I’ve been offering this course since maybe 2003. [I] decided that I 
would try to provide this venue for our students because they really have no way 
of having a comprehensive sort of historical understanding of how [this country] 
came about and…why [it] resorts to this kind of sort of crazy behavior that it 
does.…I don't know again how the department feels about [it], how the senate 
feels about it. But so far I've been able to offer that course and I intend to offer it 
because I do think that our students benefitted and…the students who've take the 
course so far have told me how helpful it was and every time they read 
newspapers they think twice about what we've been discussing in the class. So I 
would like to keep doing it. 
 
Best, 
[Dr. Myeong] 

 
Then I read Dr. Brunay’s email. Like Dr. Alejandra, she too tended to forego greetings or 
closings.  
 

So…of course this state is always trying to push legislation…to kind of limit what 
I see as limiting [diversity and] academic freedom….One thing I did in response 
to that, first of all that threat, and also that reality. I worked with a woman here 
who works with the…office for diversity. So we co-taught that debate in diversity 
class. So where we actually had a class where we brought in leaders of higher ed 
to talk about some of these contentious issues. So I mean I guess…because I have 
academic freedom I felt like I could engage in that. 

 
And finally, Dr. Rheeda. 
 
 Hi Holley, 
  

[Like I mentioned to you in my interview], I had been interested in mixed race 
issues for a long time because that's my personal background. And so I designed a 
class about mixed race literature and I taught it at [my former institution].…I 
proposed it as a course in a program where people from the community taught 
classes. 
 
[Also] I do feel free to talk about my identity [in the classroom] and…I will talk 
about personal life and personal experience….I think it's really helpful to bring 
identity into the classroom in terms of the students having so few women of color 
to take a class from. So they don't get a lot of experience of having a professor 
who's a woman of color. Many of them have absolutely no clue about the 
historical context that surrounds the literature that they're reading in my class. 
So…the idea that one is subjective…I think that's a political stance. I don't think 
there's any such thing as pure objectivity. And I'm very…open about that. 
 
[Professor Rheeda] 
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Drs. Myeong and Brunay provided examples of courses they developed in direct response 

to a perceived threat related to social identity and/or diversity. For Dr. Myeong, the threat 

was a reckless misunderstanding of a particular country and its people. For Dr. Brunay, 

the threat was legislation that limited diversity and academic freedom. I remembered 

discussing this legislation with Dr. Brunay, so I returned to her interview transcript. I saw 

that I had asked her if she thought this threat related to her social identities. She 

responded, “Well it's offensive to my social identities I guess.” With both of these 

women, their social identities spurred their agency to create these courses on behalf of 

social justice; Dr. Myeong because she became alarmed with the level of 

misunderstanding in relation to this country and Dr. Brunay because she found the 

legislation she mentioned to be “offensive” to her as both a professor and a woman of 

color. And like Dr. Myeong pointed out, so far their academic freedom had supported this 

form of agency.    

 With Dr. Rheeda, though, she created a course on mixed race studies because, as 

she described in her interview, it was a new field and she wanted to offer her unique 

perspective as a mixed race woman. She knew that there were “so few women of color” 

in academia and she felt it her duty to be open about her identities in an effort to advance 

diversity and cultural competency. Her race and gender identities drove her agency to 

both create courses that reflect those identities and to offer her identity-based 

perspectives to her students in the classroom. And her academic freedom supported these 

endeavors.  

 Dr. Tren’s email was next and it was consistent with what I had noticed in our 

interview: that he did not often personally engage his social identities in the academy.    
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 Hi Holley, 

In education, especially in our school, part of it has to do with social justice. And 
in many ways the ways that [we work with data] uncover, hopefully with more 
rigor, [ways] to advance a social justice agenda….Because we're located within 
the [school] of education that has a social justice [mission]…and we're located in 
a university setting that we also have training missions for graduate students and 
undergraduates….Projects that come our way, we basically have to pick and 
choose. Is it befitting for the overall [institutional] mission or is it something that 
fits the [school] mission, or our mission? 
 
With Best Regards, 
[Dr. Tren] 

 
After reading this email, his response felt somehow different to me from what others had 

said. I wrote the following journal entry later that day to sort through my thoughts: 

What is happening with Dr. Tren? He is clear that his context supports social 
justice, which in turn supports his agency to engage in work on behalf of social 
justice. But he never says me, he always says we. I feel like he is deflating his 
own agency by taking himself out of it. His race/ethnicity is absent (as it seems to 
be in all other pieces of data) and the freedom afforded him to “pick and choose” 
seems watered down – he never claims it as a personal freedom or personal 
agency. Does he view it as a macro level agency only?  

 
I thought about Dr. Tren’s email a bit longer. Finally, I felt like I understood. Dr. Tren’s 

sense of agency that was supported by his academic freedom was communal. His identity 

could be “absent” as I put it because his cultural background contributed to his inclination 

to view himself as part of a community rather than as an individual. Individualism was 

common to my culture, not his. Thus, academic freedom for him applied to the faculty 

body as a whole and, therefore, faculty members’ agency to pursue their various types of 

work should align with the social justice orientation of the overall institution. 

 Two weeks later, I had yet to hear from Drs. Parker, Liner, or Dekar, so I sent 

them another email. Drs. Parker and Liner responded shortly thereafter, yet I never did 

hear back from Dr. Dekar. Dr. Liner’s email related to his research:  
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 Hi.  

Well, my book…is not only an ethnography of a [social identity] community…, 
it's also a meta-discursive critique over cultural representation and ethnographic 
practices generally. Which I decided to embody through the use of first person 
narrative. So in my research, I should say in the writing and distribution and 
publication aspect of my research, I do not shy away from autobiography or auto 
ethnography….And because of that, one could suggest that there is an argument 
pending about how much is scholarly writing and how much is a type of memoir 
exercise?...That's been fairly played out already as being not only allowable, but 
in some ways…contemporary, cutting edge.…So it's a false argument. But one 
could say that academic freedom enables me to…make [the] argument that a new 
way of doing something or [the way in which] my research proceeds requires 
[that I] engage who I am and [that] my own personal history is in fact a better way 
to write cultural interpretation. Yeah, academic freedom would support that as an 
argument.  
 

 Hope this helps.  

 [Dr. Liner]  

 After reading this email, I thought about Dr. Liner’s book and some of his other 

articles. His social identities were definitely present in his cultural interpretations and he 

discussed how they shaped his views, but he managed his identities in a way that did not 

overpower the cultural interpretation. He did so by relying on the words and explanations 

of his participants. As such, he appeared to be comfortable engaging his academic 

freedom to draw from his identities in his research via auto-ethnography. Yet in relation 

to his “personal history,” he felt a sense of agency to engage who he was in his research 

to improve academic rigor rather than diminish it. As he conveyed in his email, he 

believed he could provide a more authentic and realistic way to engage in cultural 

interpretation by purposefully drawing on his identities. His academic freedom supported 

this form of agency. 

 Finally, Dr. Parker’s email highlighted his unwavering commitment to service in 

the academy on behalf of marginalized students and/or students of color. He responded, 
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 Hi Holley,  
 

I guess the first thing I should say is…I don't know if it falls under education or 
service, but I do a lot of stuff that…doesn't necessarily fall under the pure 
academic research route….I developed a program many years ago, which I still 
run to this day, and another 5 years of funding so I'm going to keep running it for 
the foreseeable future. Focused on increasing participation of underrepresented 
minorities in…science….I developed another program…that's focused 
on…preserv[ing] the excitement of incoming students in [science]. And by 
preserving their excitement, if they're interest[ed] in [science], [it] improves their 
retention. And this again is focused on underrepresented groups….I'm the director 
of a program on campus… that serves about 150-160 students each year, about 
half freshman, half sophomores. It's a 2-year program focused on increasing 
retention of underrepresented minority groups in the sciences. Cuz…they leave 
science…at a rate that far exceeds that of Caucasian Amer[ican] and Asian 
American students….It's not because they're not smart. It's because they're 
coming from backgrounds that don't prepare them…for what they're in for once 
they land here. And all it takes is giving them a little more preparation. Not 
remedial stuff, but teaching them things like study habits and time management 
skills. And…having them do collaborative learning workshops where they learn 
how to problem solve. All of these things where if they had gone to a really good 
[school]…if they weren't a first generation college student, if they weren't in a 
single family home taking care of their brothers and sisters….Had they gone to a 
high school that wasn't in the top 25% of the worst high schools in [the state]. 
They would have gotten all of that and they wouldn't need us….But there's this 
group of students in the middle that we can help and we do help. Instead of 
having, you know, 40-45% retention rate in the sciences, we have a 95% retention 
rate in the sciences….So that's sort of one area of service. There's a lot of stuff 
focused on increasing participation of underrepresented minorities in sciences. 
 
I remember like shopping for food with food stamps with my mom….I went to 
some pretty horrific schools. But I came out of that because each step along the 
way there were people that took an interest in me and saw some potential there 
that sometimes maybe I didn't even see….And they kind of helped me along the 
way….Where I realize that we can really make an impact isn't through the results 
of our research, but the process of training people to do research.  
 

 Cheers,  
 [Dr. Parker] 
 
I appreciated that my follow up efforts ended with this email because it was exactly the 

kind of critical agency to which Baez (2000) alluded. Dr. Parker was aware of that fact 

that despite his background as a low-income Hispanic kid, he had “a lot of people that 
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helped along the way.” Because he recognized that he had help and because he felt an 

obligation to give back to kids who came from similar backgrounds, he engaged his 

academic freedom inside and outside the classroom to support his students and encourage 

their ambitions. As he highlighted in this email, his teaching and service overlapped 

considerably because he did not view his interactions with his students as only limited to 

the classroom. Interestingly, he did not necessarily see his legacy as contributing to the 

body of research in his field. He saw it as training the next generation of researchers. His 

field was a vehicle through which he could pursue this endeavor. And his academic 

freedom supported his agency to do so. While this work was not a part of his regular 

duties as a faculty member in the sciences, he saw it as the most important thing he did.  

In this narrative counter-story, I explored examples of the various ways in which 

my participants’ sense of agency in relation to their social identities, including their race 

or ethnicity, was supported by their academic freedom. Even though faculty colleagues 

might enact their own academic freedom to disempower faculty of color based on a 

legacy of discrimination and oppression, participants in this study still felt like they could 

do something under the auspices of academic freedom that either helped others 

understand different cultural perspectives and/or contributed to social justice. In line with 

CRT, this counter-story offers another challenge to the dominant culture discourse that 

academic freedom is neutral. While Chapter IV explored several ways in which 

discrimination and oppression can diminish the academic freedom of faculty of color, 

participants in my study were simultaneously empowered by their academic freedom to 

promote diversity and equality. Academic freedom encouraged their agency to construct 

new courses that were informed by their personal social identity background, to disrupt 
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hegemonic discourses, to work towards social justice, and to openly embody who they 

were in the academy. This form of agency greatly contributes to the continued 

diversification of higher education and paves the way for diverse voices to create change 

in the academy. Academic freedom is vital to the continued expression of this type of 

agency for faculty of color.  
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CHAPTER VI 

Discussion and implications 

 The results of this study highlight that faculty of color can perceive and 

experience their academic freedom in ways that contradict the dominant discourse that 

academic freedom is neutral. As I outlined in Chapters I and II, academic freedom is 

meant to exist for all faculty. While faculty in general can experience challenges and 

threats to their academic freedom, the results of this study illuminate that faculty of color 

can experience challenges and threats that are specifically connected to their social 

identities, including race or ethnicity. This research shows that they may not be truly 

“free” to pursue certain topics or activities within their areas of expertise, whether those 

areas be social identity-related or not, without experiencing negative consequences. Such 

consequences may include penalties to their tenure and promotion, as enacted by their 

colleagues, and/or a low quality work environment that is fraught with stress, anxiety, 

and turmoil. And academic freedom does not protect faculty of color from external 

negative scrutiny that is identity-based, which might ultimately serve to fatigue faculty of 

color to the point where they no longer have the desire or willpower to enact their 

academic freedom. Yet such disempowering experiences are not the only counter-story in 

this research. Faculty of color can also rely on academic freedom to exercise agency on 

behalf of social justice in their teaching, service, and research. In this chapter, I discuss 

my results from Chapters IV and V and the implications of this research. To maintain 

consistency, I have structured this chapter in relation to my three research questions. 
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Research Question 1: How do faculty of color believe that academic freedom affects their 

experiences with teaching, service, and research?  

 To begin the discussion of this research question, I must first acknowledge that it 

became apparent during the interview and document analysis process that the way in 

which I structured this question reflects a Western way of framing faculty members’ 

work. The neat boundaries that I perceived existed between the work done in relation to 

teaching, service, and research were not necessarily so neat for participants. Several 

participants found it difficult to determine in which category some of their work fell; they 

saw their work as relative to multiple areas. For instance, when I asked Dr. Parker how 

academic freedom affected his service, he responded, “I guess the first thing I should say 

is…I don't know if it falls under [teaching] or service, but I do a lot of stuff…that doesn't 

necessarily fall under the pure academic research route.” Dr. Parker was alluding to the 

work he did in bringing students and colleagues to another part of the world to engage in 

research with the local community members. Based on his description of this work, I 

would contend that it could actually fall under all three areas. As such, the boundary I 

imposed with this question in asking specifically about his service may not have been 

appropriate to how he framed his work, thus limiting his answer.  

Rendón (2009) promotes a need for wholeness and consonance in education. She 

describes that rather than focusing solely on academic standards and academic content, 

educators need to also need to foster social, emotional, and spiritual development in their 

students. Rendón posits that this form of education reflects a different way of knowing in 

relation to her race and ethnicity; it is “framed with Latino ancestral knowledge, to 

become a more reflective, socially active scholar…” (p. 6). In considering Rendón’s 
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alternative emphasis on wholeness and a different way of knowing, the boundaries 

between teaching, service, and research that I imposed on participants via my interview 

questions could have served to inappropriately alter the ways in which they consider their 

work and, thus, the ways in which they consider their academic freedom. For any future 

related research, I would recommend that researchers consider the extent to which a 

Western framing of teaching, service, and research actually fits the participants and 

subject matter. Readers should also consider this point in relation to this research. 

Teaching 

Faculty participants in my study seemed most confident with their academic 

freedom in the realm of teaching. In reflecting upon this point, I have considered that this 

realm is the one in which faculty may be most protected. Within the walls of the 

classroom, they have historically been shielded from the outside world and the influence 

of colleagues. The environment has definitely changed, though, in the sense that higher 

education increasingly incorporates online and/or hybrid learning into what is considered 

to be good pedagogy. Therefore, faculty may not always remain shielded within the walls 

of the classroom when evidence of their teaching can be found online. Dr. Rheeda 

demonstrated this unease by avoiding the online environment in her teaching. Still, 

faculty may be least on display in the classroom. Do students, then, wield the least 

amount of power in terms of threatening a faculty member’s standing? Dr. Dekar told me, 

“But the difference there of course is that they [students] have no political power. 

So…their objections won't really have any consequence for the professor.” Student 

evaluations can factor into a faculty member’s tenure and promotion, but at Research 1 

institutions like those of my participants, a research portfolio often takes precedence over 
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teaching evaluations. As Dr. Darrett stated, “See, they just want the scholarship.” These 

points may have contributed to faculty participants’ overall sense of confidence with their 

academic freedom in the classroom. 

 Because they were confident with their academic freedom in the realm of 

teaching, participants were able to more consistently engage their academic freedom as a 

form of agency when interacting with their students. Several participants indicated that 

they had not actively thought about their academic freedom prior to our conversation and 

especially not in relation to their teaching. They were able to teach what they wanted to 

teach. And for most, their academic freedom supported their agency to use their 

classroom space as a platform to engage multiple perspectives, challenge dominant 

discourses, and encourage dialogue rather than debate. While I only highlighted a few 

instances, most participants in this study sought to guide their students through an 

exploration of social justice on behalf of marginalized groups, and most commonly 

people of color. Even Dr. Pham, who vehemently denied that his social identities affected 

him in the academy, felt that it was his duty to help his students realize their privilege in 

being able to practice medicine in the U. S. He thought this realization helped them to 

become better doctors because he asked them to engage in hypothetical scenarios where 

they were practicing medicine elsewhere and had only limited medical supplies. This 

example can serve as a metaphor for what faculty participants in my study were trying to 

do for their students in the classroom. They asked students to imagine that they were in 

an unfamiliar setting with limited “supplies” (i. e. knowledge, culture, power, etc.); what 

should the students do? Should they dominate and create barriers or should they dialogue 

and foster empathy and understanding? Participants viewed their classrooms as a point of 



 187 

intervention where they could shape and mold the next generation of leaders, whom they 

hoped would be ethical and just. With the exception of Dr. Dekar, participants explicated 

how their academic freedom supported these endeavors in the classroom.  

   Upon returning to a consideration of those who actively recognized the 

importance of academic freedom for their teaching versus those who had not even had to 

think about it, the participants in this study who seemed most cognizant of their academic 

freedom in relation to their teaching were the ones who directly taught about race or 

ethnicity and/or those who were in an ethnic studies department. Dr. Darrett, for example, 

was clear that he greatly valued his academic freedom because he taught what he 

considered to be a controversial topic: Black experiences and history. Conversely, Drs. 

Pham, Tan, Tren, and Parker, who did not directly teach about race or ethnicity and were 

not in ethnic studies departments, did not characterize their subject matter as 

controversial. Thus, they indicated that they did not need to actively reflect upon whether 

or not their academic freedom was offering them adequate protection in the classroom 

because they did not foresee their teaching being challenged. For other participants, 

though, if they had not already experienced challenges to their academic freedom in the 

classroom, they felt it might have been only a matter of time (e.g. Drs. Aliaga, Rheeda, 

Darrett, and Myeong). Like Dr. Parker emphasized, “it’s certain ones that get a hard 

deal.” 

 Finally, the caricature of the liberally biased professor who seeks to push a radical 

agenda in the classroom (Giroux, 2006; Salas, 2006) does not seem to be the case with 

faculty participants. None described that academic freedom allowed them to present only 

their viewpoint in the classroom, which challenges one of Braxton and Bayer’s (1999) 
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findings that faculty can fail to explore viewpoints beyond their own. Most were clear in 

that they wanted to create space for all diverse viewpoints, even when those viewpoints 

conflicted with their own. Such behavior directly reflects what is outlined in the AAUP’s 

1940 Statement; “faculty should show respect for the opinions of others” (“Policy 

Documents & Reports,” 1990, p. 4).  And again, many participants engaged their 

academic freedom responsibly in the realm of teaching; they chose not to misuse it to 

dominate their classrooms. Rather, they modeled professional dialogue, they 

demonstrated diverse perspectives, and they sought to best prepare their students for a 

professional world. Drs. Myeong, Liner, and Tan specifically mentioned this last point; 

they wanted to transform students into critical thinkers and engaged citizens. These 

faculty members taught the course content for which they were hired. But they also 

brought the diverse perspectives for which they are needed. And they were highly 

committed to the growth and development of their students in the process.  

 One thing that is missing in this discussion of academic freedom related to 

teaching, though, is whether or not these faculty members feel protected by their 

academic freedom to fully shut a student down when they deem it necessary. These 

participants reflected confidence and responsibility in their use of academic freedom in 

the classroom, but does that confidence and responsibility also translate into making a 

stand against a student who is being blatantly disrespectful or discriminatory? To what 

extent does academic freedom protect a faculty member of color in a serious 

confrontation with a student? Participants did not clearly touch upon this particular point 

nor did I ask them about it, which leaves an area for future research.  
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Service 

 As stated previously, faculty participants tended to feel least confident with their 

academic freedom in the realm of service. Some participants were not able to easily 

connect their service to their academic freedom (i. e. Drs. Dekar, Tren, Pham, and 

Alejandra). Yet others saw a great need for academic freedom in the realm of service 

because they felt the most vulnerable and exposed in this area, particularly when they 

were outside the university setting. Participants did not delineate this connection during 

our interviews, but legally they are less protected when they are engaging in service due 

to the 2006 Garcetti ruling. And outside the university they can be confronted by a public 

that is not as familiar with the concepts of academic freedom and tenure. Like Dr. Darrett 

indicated, “I just assumed that [the public] just knew that…there was something called 

academic freedom for tenured professors. But I guess everybody don't know that.” As 

such, external challenges to academic freedom might originate from a source that has less 

regard for it. While Dr. Darrett clarified that he felt relatively safe when he was invited 

by an outside organization, Dr. Dekar seemed to totally avoid the public in terms of his 

service activities. He may have been attempting to sidestep the experiences of other 

faculty of color like Drs. Aliaga and Liner who had actually had their physical safety 

threated for expressing their viewpoints on discrimination. But for those who pursue 

identity-based service work, are they placing themselves in danger? As I discussed in 

relation to my second research question, academic freedom will ultimately protect their 

jobs, but will it protect their person?  

 The previous finding raises an important question in relation to challenges to 

academic freedom experienced by faculty of color, of which some can be identity-related: 
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should an institution respond to such challenges and if so, how? In discussing external 

challenges to one’s academic freedom, Dr. Parker commented, “the university should not 

say…we here have academic freedom, but in areas that are really sensitive we have to be 

a lot more careful. It's like, no.…The same policies should apply across the board.” I 

agree. Institutions should have a clear statement on academic freedom that specifically 

delineates its stance on protecting all faculty members from internal and external 

challenges to their academic freedom. Faculty and administrators should be consistent in 

their adherence to and enactment of this statement. Yet because institutions cannot 

necessarily prevent these challenges from happening in the first place, I recommend that 

institutions and departments consider ways in which they can support faculty members of 

color when their academic freedom is challenged and when they are the victims of 

negative identity-based scrutiny or discrimination. This support could be either individual 

(e. g. via mentorship) or it could be group-based. By encouraging dialogue about these 

incidents and promoting a sense of unity amongst members, institutions can hopefully 

serve to diminish the toll that fatigue can have on faculty of color and their desire and/or 

willpower to enact their academic freedom.  

 In returning to a discussion of service, some participants reported that their 

academic freedom allowed them to either accept or decline service activities. Others did 

not experience that sense of freedom (i. e. Dr. Brunay). The scenario that Dr. Brunay 

described in which she did not believe she could decline service requests pre-tenure could 

have been a symptom of her junior faculty status and/or it could have been a symptom of 

her marginalized social identities, including her race. Similarly, Dr. Aliaga described to 

me that the number of committees she was on was “insane,” which aligns with several 
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descriptions in the literature that faculty of color are oftentimes engaged in an extensive 

amount of service (Baez, 2000; Baez, 2002; Holmes, 2008; Niemann, 1999). Yet her 

perceived inability to say no to committee work had a gender component. She told me 

that her program chair advised a male junior faculty colleague to not join very many 

committees prior to tenure. Yet that same chair frequently approached Dr. Aliaga as a 

junior faculty member to solicit her participation on committees. Dr. Aliaga explained, 

“Well, I thought you're counseling a man, and you know, I'm just aware that in 

counseling a woman, you didn't give me the same counsel.” Both Drs. Brunay and Aliaga 

perceived that if they said no to service, there would have been consequences when they 

went up for tenure. Do they have the academic freedom, then, to engage in the service of 

their choosing (while of course considering what is required of them per their academic 

appointment)? Or are colleagues diminishing their academic freedom by holding them to 

a different standard in the realm of service? 

 As I mentioned, others were not so reticent with their service. Dr. Alejandra 

openly said no to service while Dr. Parker openly said yes. Both of these faculty 

members communicated that they did not care how their colleagues evaluated them based 

on their service responsibilities. Both knew they had the academic freedom to make this 

choice. Dr. Parker’s confidence in making this choice, though, could have been a by-

product of his male privilege and his ability to pass in the White dominant culture of 

academia. Dr. Alejandra, on the other hand, had experienced extensive and overt 

discrimination in the academy as a woman of color. Her confidence with her academic 

freedom in the realm of service could have, then, derived from her professional success. 

Nonetheless, upon reflecting on those who felt comfortable engaging their academic 
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freedom to accept or reject service requests versus those who did not, there does not 

appear to be a pattern related to participants’ social identities.   

 The theme of funding, specifically in relation to faculty service, was 

unanticipated. Again, Drs. Tren and Rheeda described how money either supported or 

hindered their service activities. Several other participants also described how money 

could impact academic freedom, yet they spoke broadly about it. They commented that 

funding drove the decisions that were made in higher education rather than the 

unadulterated pursuit of “truth” for which academic freedom was adopted. Drs. Tren and 

Rheeda were the only faculty participants, though, to directly connect funding to the 

enactment of their personal academic freedom. And while I assumed this connection 

would have been made in relation to their research, because that is the realm in which 

grant dollars and other funding sources can often be a factor in dictating topical areas, 

these participants made this connection in relation to service. As such, this particular 

finding was unexpected and worthy of additional consideration in future research.  

 Finally, the theme of responsible engagement again appeared. Drs. Pham and Tan 

considered their personal conflicts of interest when engaging in service, as well as the 

conflicts of interest of their peers. They were not promoting “incivility” by being close-

minded and careless in this realm (Braxton & Bayer, 1999). Such a stance again 

compliments the AAUP’s 1940 Statement. The AAUP describes that faculty hold a 

special position in society, but that position comes with special obligations to be 

“accurate” and practice “restraint” (“Policy Documents & Reports,” 1990, p. 4). 
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Research 

 There was a range of confidence with academic freedom in relation to research. 

This range could reflect the internal versus external dynamic that has been explored in 

this study. Faculty are definitely on display when their work is published and accessible 

to external society, but such work tends to remain within the internal realm of higher 

education when other scholars are the ones commonly accessing and reviewing it. 

Nonetheless, research leaves a paper trail, which can be accessed at will and scrutinized. 

Dr. Aliaga in particular feared this scrutiny. Yet while participants indicated that external 

interactions in relation to their research could bring negative attention, they also indicated 

that internal policing by colleagues could have an effect, thus diminishing their academic 

freedom.  

Nevertheless, with the exception of Dr. Edwards, everyone in this study stated 

that their academic freedom allowed them to pursue the research of their choosing. This 

freedom in the realm of research was not always realized, though. Some were conscious 

of this shortfall, particularly Dr. Edwards when he described how he “got the Black 

knocked out” of him. Others were not necessarily conscious of it, though. Drs. Dekar and 

Brunay told me they could do what they wanted in the realm of research, but Dr. Dekar 

avoided controversial identity-based topics to protect his job and Dr. Brunay self-

censored her labels, presumably to maintain her access to and success in the dominant 

culture of the academy. Can these faculty members truly enact their academic freedom to 

pursue the research of their choosing, as the majority of them report? Dr. Myeong 

acknowledged that her identity-based research was “fringe” and she knew it could be a 

target, but she reported that she would still pursue this research even without the 
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protection of academic freedom. Yet since she had not experienced challenges to her 

academic freedom thus far, one cannot necessarily be sure whether or not she would 

continue her work in the same way. Thus, while participants reported that they were able 

to pursue the research of their choice under the protection of academic freedom, some 

may not be as confident as they imagined.  

And, once again, academic freedom and responsibility were apparent in the data, 

this time in relation to research. While some participants produced scholarship that was 

“fringe,” unorthodox, or non-traditional, they were still attempting to adhere to high 

standards of quality and rigor. With Dr. Liner, for example, his mentor welcomed his 

non-traditional way of conducting research, but he sought to guide Dr. Liner in terms of 

rigor. Dr. Liner could do the non-traditional work, but it still had to hold up under the 

scrutiny of peer review. Thus he was able to proceed with this work and it passed one of 

the most important peer-review processes: tenure.  

Research question 2: To what extent do faculty of color believe that their social 

identities, including race or ethnicity, influence their ability to enact their academic 

freedom? 

  Yet again there was a range of experiences in this study, this time in relation to 

the ways in which faculty participants believed their social identities influenced their 

ability to enact their academic freedom. Drs. Pham and Tren relayed that they did not feel 

their social identities in any way connected with their enactment of their academic 

freedom. Others, however, could easily connect their social identities and/or their social 

identity-related focus to the ways in which they enacted their academic freedom. First, 

the theme “the effects of being pigeonholed” is one that stands out. As university 
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campuses seek to diversify, bringing in diverse faculty is oftentimes part of that equation. 

One of the reasons that campuses are seeking to increase their number of diverse faculty 

is to capitalize on the known benefits of diversity (Bowen & Bok, 1998). Yet if dominant 

culture faculty colleagues respond to faculty of color as if they are expected to fulfill only 

a limited purpose (i. e. to embody a “diverse perspective”), are faculty of color being 

inappropriately pigeonholed? Dr. Alejandra described that she was oftentimes 

approached to fulfill what she saw as a token diverse role on her campus. While she did 

not explicitly acknowledge this point, those who serve only token diverse roles run the 

risk of being marginalized and/or prevented from having a voice in mainstream decision-

making (Holmes, 2008). Thus, Dr. Alejandra chose to engage her academic freedom to 

take a somewhat confrontational approach in declining these opportunities and she did 

not believe she experienced significant consequence from doing so. She acknowledged, 

though, that being kept from doing things (which she had not experienced) is different 

than not being invited. Therefore, the effects of being pigeonholed may be covert in 

relation to academic freedom, similar to way in which discrimination itself can be covert. 

In another vein, Dr. Darrett was clear that if he were to write on something other 

than the Black experience, which he was fully trained to do as a social scientist, he would 

“get the question at a certain point.” Faculty of color can certainly be hired based on their 

particular area of expertise and they are not automatically pigeonholed if their social 

identities and expertise are in alignment. But once again, in considering Dr. Rheeda’s 

comment, could Dr. Darrett experience greater pushback from colleagues were he to 

diverge from this path because he is not a White man and, thus, “the expert for the 

world?” Like Dr. Edwards described, “what is the added value of having a Black male [if 
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that person is] just one of everyone else?” For pigeonholed faculty of color who choose 

to diverge from the path of embodying a “diverse perspective” in their work, as defined 

by the White dominant culture, their academic freedom could be diminished if colleagues 

question their choice to diverge for reasons that relate to their social identity rather than 

their expertise. Thus, in order to uphold academic freedom, institutions need to carefully 

examine whether or not they are seeking to fulfill token diversity slots instead of truly 

working to capitalize on the benefits of diversity via its many complex expressions. Such 

expressions of diversity are not unworthy of the protection of academic freedom simply 

because they are unexpected, uncomfortable, or unfamiliar to the dominant culture.   

 Some participants in this study believed that academic freedom was not equally 

accessed by or applied to all faculty in the academy. Drs. Aliaga, Edwards, and Alejandra 

implied that this inequality was due to race or ethnicity and other social identities, in 

addition to junior faculty status. Dr. Parker made an interesting point in relation to this 

issue, though. While he thought academic freedom should be equally applied to and 

accessed by all faculty in the academy, he realized that some faculty are in areas that are 

just inherently more controversial. Thus, they will more frequently experience challenges 

to their academic freedom. Dr. Pham mentioned some controversial areas in medicine 

that could draw challenges, with which he was not affiliated (e. g. HIV, sickle cell, 

substance use, or contraception), but other controversial areas highlighted in this research 

are related to race or ethnicity and other marginalized social identities. Drs. Dekar, 

Aliaga, Liner, and Darrett all described that engaging in identity-based work could and 

did bring negative scrutiny, most often from external constituencies. There could be a 

relationship, then, between controversy, social identity, and academic freedom. For 
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faculty who focus on marginalized social identities, in addition to embodying these 

identities themselves, they might draw increased controversy and, thus, increased 

challenges to their academic freedom.  

The extent to which some faculty self-protected/censored in this study 

demonstrates that discrimination and/or oppression can influence faculty of color and 

their ability to enact their academic freedom. Dr. Dekar avoided identity-related topical 

areas, Dr. Brunay changed her language so as not to denote race or ethnicity, Dr. 

Edwards ceased to focus on Black males until he neared tenure, and Dr. Rheeda avoided 

the online classroom environment. These faculty members censored or sought to protect 

themselves in order to maintain their access to and success in the dominant culture of 

academia. But their academic freedom was diminished in having to do so. This scenario 

can be even more complex, though. If faculty of color openly focus on race or ethnicity 

and do not censor their work in the ways described, colleagues could judge them as being 

limited in terms of their scholarly expertise and ability because they are only thought to 

be “studying themselves,” like Dr. Rheeda described. Drs. Brunay and Alejandra also 

alluded to this point; they were aware they could be pigeonholed on account of their 

social identities and that their work could be devalued because of this perception that they 

were limited, which is supported in the literature (Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2008; 

Niemann, 1999; Owens Patton, 2004). On the other hand, when faculty of color want to 

study race or ethnicity, but perceive it is not “lucrative” or safe to do so, their subsequent 

self-censorship/protection diminishes their academic freedom. Thus, the message here is 

censor if you want to be seen as a legitimate scholar, censor if you want to stay safe, and 

censor if you want to earn tenure.  



 198 

Dr. Liner, on the other hand, had an experience in the academy that contradicts 

the self-censorship/protection of others. Again, rather than getting “the Black knocked 

out” of him, his mentor coached him on ways to include his own social identity 

perspectives and experiences in his non-traditional work that would still earn him tenure 

and promotion.  Dr. Liner did not feel he had to self-censor or excise his social identity 

perspectives in his scholarship to accomplish this feat and he planned to continue this 

work without reservation. Thus, self-censhorship/protection is not always the case for 

faculty of color.  

Dr. Liner’s success via his non-traditional scholarship that was informed by his 

social identities relates to one of the major points of learning I take away from this 

research. I believe his experiences are a model for the responsible engagement of 

academic freedom in the realm of research, as well as a model for the appropriate 

upholding of it. After all, U. S. higher education adopted academic freedom to especially 

protect the non-traditional so that a greater truth could be pursued. Thus, rather than 

shutting down work that is perceived as being non-traditional to the academy, which is 

oftentimes work done by faculty of color because they themselves are historically non-

traditional to the academy, senior colleagues should offer guidance on an interrogated 

definition of academic rigor that is specific to their discipline and institution. I suggest 

that a definition of rigor include a consideration of significance and value to the field or 

discipline, as well as the extent to which the scholarship is innovative and relevant. Also, 

departments and institutions should have well-defined policies and expectations related to 

this interrogated definition of rigor that clearly delineate how any faculty member can 

successfully earn tenure and promotion. Because scholarly tradition (or “intellectual 
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orthodoxy,” as Bell (1993) calls it) is that which was created by the White dominant 

culture, it may not always be an appropriate lens to apply to scholarship that is focused 

on, done by, or in the service of those who come from marginalized social identity 

groups. And there is evidence in this research that some faculty of color perceived a need 

to self-censor/protect in order to align themselves with this tradition that was established 

by the dominant culture. An interrogated and clear definition of rigor should supersede 

tradition to buffer against such self-censorship and, subsequently, the diminishing of 

one’s academic freedom. Just because a piece of scholarship does not look like other 

pieces that have come before it does not mean that it is not significant, valuable, 

innovative, and relevant. Dr. Liner’s web-based work did not resemble the work in his 

department that those before him had done, but it was deemed rigorous by department 

standards.   

And finally in regards to research question 2, the way in which tenure influenced 

faculty participants’ ability to enact their academic freedom highlights that tenure might 

offer more protection than academic freedom. Drs. Dekar and Aliaga, of course, were an 

exception to this point. Drs. Darrett and Edwards especially highlighted that tenure was 

the safety net on which they could rely when engaging in their race-related work. 

Without tenure, the bite of negative identity-based scrutiny or negative evaluations from 

colleagues might have had serious consequences. And as Dr. Alejandra described, race 

and social justice work were sometimes antithetical to what was considered “worthwhile” 

study in the academy. If such work is deemed acceptable only if it converges with the 

interests of the White dominant culture (Bell, 2009), universities might not be upholding 

a true engagement of academic freedom for faculty of color prior to tenure. The majority 
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of participants in this study indicated that they could do more now that they had earned 

tenure (e.g. engage in long-term projects, write a book, etc.). What they could do now, 

though, is not necessarily identity-related; these activities can apply to anyone. Is there a 

pre- versus post-tenure power dynamic happening here rather than an identity-related 

one? Based on the comments of Drs. Darrett and Edwards, I suspect that social identities, 

race or ethnicity included, can exacerbate the precariousness of being pre-tenure to 

doubly diminish faculty of color’s ability to enact their academic freedom. The existence 

of discrimination and/or oppression in participants’ narratives also serves to support this 

contention; being a faculty member of color can be precarious in and of itself in the 

dominant culture of academia. Thus, without the added protection of tenure, academic 

freedom might not adequately shield faculty of color from internal and external 

challenges to themselves and their work.  

Because this research suggests that tenure may offer faculty of color more 

protection than academic freedom alone, there are additional implications for institutional 

policy. First, in order to buffer against the precariousness that can come from being both 

a pre-tenured faculty member and a faculty member of color, departments and institutions 

need to openly define academic freedom and discuss what it should look like for all their 

members. This conversation especially needs to happen in relation to the tenure and 

promotion process so that there is clarity surrounding the extent to which faculty are free 

to pursue activities and interests of their choice and the ways in which that can be done. 

Dr. Edwards described that when he first began teaching, he initially thought he had to 

stick to the book and not diverge too significantly from that path; “I used to have a lot of 

discomfort whenever I would not cover everything in each chapter.” Later in our 



 201 

interview, I asked him what he would change in relation to the issues we had talked 

about. He told me,  

How many conversations do junior faculty have about academic freedom? Or 
have some type of agreement and explicit conversation and agreement about what 
does academic freedom look like for a junior faculty member in this particular 
department? Sometimes the unknown is what is more of a prison….than anything. 
You may be more free than you really are but don't know exactly how free we are, 
so we choose not to exercise as much freedom as we actually have. Just to be safe. 
 

His point that departments and institutions need to openly discuss what academic 

freedom means for its members is a significant recommendation to come from this 

research.  

Another way to enhance the protection of academic freedom for pre-tenured 

faculty of color is for institutions to have full transparency in the tenure and promotion 

process. This recommendation has two implications. First, Dr. Rheeda described that the 

transparency in the tenure and promotion process at her institution actually allowed her to 

engage her academic freedom to challenge the decisions of her faculty and administrative 

colleagues. At her institution, faculty members had access to all tenure documents related 

to their cases. Thus, she could see the evaluations of her work and subsequently enact her 

academic freedom to challenge those with which she disagreed despite the fact that she 

did not yet have the protection of tenure.  

More importantly for Dr. Rheeda, though, she could see who evaluated her work, 

which relates to the second implication. Dr. Rheeda felt that this aspect of transparency 

was crucial to her ability to make the argument that she was not being evaluated by her 

true peers. Rather than being evaluated by peers who were well versed in mixed-race or 

ethnic studies, which was a new field, she was evaluated by peers in her humanities 

department. It is important, therefore, for scholarly peers who have expertise in the work 
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at hand to be included in the tenure and promotion review process to ensure that those 

who are appropriately positioned to evaluate this work have input. In the event that 

faculty members experience a mismatch between expertise and department, similar to Dr. 

Rheeda, they should have recourse to approach a high-level administrator at their 

institution to request that colleagues outside the department be included in their tenure 

and review process who more closely fit their content area. Also, I suggest there be 

transparency regarding the identities of the external reviewers so that accommodations 

can be made, if necessary, to include those with relevant expertise. I recommend that 

there be at least one expert external reviewer who is specifically chosen by the faculty 

member being considered for tenure and promotion. Numerous institutions allow pre-

tenured faculty members to have input regarding the selection of one or more of their 

external reviewers, but this is not always the case. Some pre-tenured faculty never know 

the identities of their external reviewers based on their institution’s tenure and promotion 

policies. Theoretically, having access to one’s tenure and promotion documents can serve 

to buffer against dominant culture faculty members who engage their own academic 

freedom behind closed doors to keep non-dominant culture faculty at bay. And, 

theoretically, being able to choose at least one external expert reviewer who is familiar 

with one’s scholarship helps to ensure that someone is poised to appropriately evaluate 

that which may be non-traditional to the field or discipline. This reviewer could further 

aid the review process by applying an informed standard of rigor rather than a vague 

notion of scholarly tradition, thus supporting the academic freedom of the faculty 

member being reviewed. 
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Nonetheless, while tenure may offer faculty of color more protection than 

academic freedom, it is not necessarily the ultimate protection. The unease experienced 

by Drs. Aliaga and Dekar in relation to challenges they could receive to their academic 

freedom despite the fact that they were tenured alludes to this point. Interestingly, as 

Laura Rendón describes in her book, Sentipensante (Sensing/Thinking) Pedagogy, she did 

not feel comfortable authoring such a “highly personal” and “controversial” book until 

she had been promoted to full professor (p. 2). For Rendón, academic freedom and the 

added protection of tenure were not enough. Similarly, in their study of racial climate for 

Black and Hispanic faculty at three flagship PWIs, Fries-Britt et al. (2011) quoted a 

Black female professor as saying, “If you want to make a difference in the academy, you 

need to become full professor. Because you have leverage at that level that you do not 

have at any other level” (p. 22). As such, while academic freedom and tenure are 

complementary, neither is sufficient alone. Institutions and departments, therefore, need 

to thoughtfully reflect on and openly dialogue about what academic freedom should look 

like for each of their members at different levels in the academy. Similar to how the 

discourse of “colorblindness” tacitly serves to maintain the existing racial hierarchy 

(Singh, 2004), remaining silent on the differential experiences and perceptions of 

academic freedom for faculty of color, which can be either exacerbated or eased by 

academic rank, tacitly maintains a system of academic freedom that is unequally accessed 

by and applied to all its members. 
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Research question 3: How do faculty of color believe that discrimination and/or 

oppression influence their ability to enact their academic freedom?  

Several faculty members in this study did not believe they had experienced 

discrimination in the academy. Those faculty members were Drs. Pham, Tren, Dekar, 

Darrett, and Parker. Dr. Pham even went so far as to chastise a Black female medical 

student who came to him when she felt she was being treated differently because of her 

race and gender. He explained, “it might actually encourage her negative thoughts…So I 

pulled her aside and said…who's the president [i. e. Barack Obama]?” Whether or not 

their social identities had anything to do with their experiences or perceptions related to 

discrimination, all of these faculty members were men. Every female participant in this 

study could describe instances of discrimination they had experienced, whether they were 

in relation to their race, their gender, their identity as a mother, their sexual orientation, or 

any combination thereof. Some described appallingly overt examples, such as Dr. 

Alejandra who told me that a former dean asked her if she was leaving their institution 

“because you can't find good hair products?” Dr. Alejandra too has had White faculty 

members explain things to her in meetings because they assumed she did not understand 

what was being said, similar to what Juanita Johnson-Bailey (2008) described. Others 

gave more subtle examples. Dr Myeong, for instance, initially stated she had not 

experienced discrimination. But she then went on to describe how a colleague implied 

that her choice to be a “room parent” for her daughter’s elementary classroom could 

affect her chances at promotion and tenure because it inappropriately took time away 

from her professional responsibilities.  
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Interestingly, though, there was not a line drawn between men and women in this 

study. Dr. Edwards too could describe instances of racial profiling he had experienced at 

his institution and Dr. Tan described how a form of discrimination affected him at his 

previous institution when his president marginalized him as an Asian member of the 

campus community. One cannot predict, therefore, that a certain combination of social 

identities will attract discrimination. Nonetheless, all female participants delineated that 

they had experienced discrimination in their professional context. As such, the 

intersectional effects of identity might be playing a role in these differential experiences 

with discrimination and/or oppression. The theoretical implications of this point are 

significant in relation to CRT because, as CRT posits, there is no single experience based 

on one category of social identity. Thus, it is important for those who further this research 

to include an analysis of intersectionality.   

The appearance of the theme “cannot be sure” is not surprising in this study, 

especially when one considers how discrimination “morphs to accommodate historical 

conditions,” as Dr. Rheeda described. She stated that the covert and changing nature of 

discrimination made it far more subtle and, therefore, far more insidious. And as I 

highlighted, there is no one single experience of discrimination in this study due to the 

ways in which various identities can intersect to affect one’s experiences. Subsequently, 

it is difficult to say that yes, discrimination and/or oppression absolutely have a negative 

impact on faculty of color’s ability to enact their academic freedom. Yet the results of 

this study certainly suggest it. And were I able to include the first participant who 

ultimately opted out of my study due to her fear of being identified by her colleagues, I 

believe I could suggest it even more strongly.  
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Nevertheless, numerous faculty participants in this study hinted at the continued 

existence of discrimination and/or oppression in the academy, some more strongly than 

others. But were they to confront such discrimination and its diminishing effects on their 

academic freedom, they could potentially be characterized as “over-exaggerating,” per 

Dr. Edwards description. Faculty of color were historically kept out of the academy. But 

now that faculty of color are allowed in, are they still kept from participating in certain 

opportunities? Perhaps not; few faculty members in this study described a direct 

intervention from colleagues to block their work (with the exception of Dr. Aliaga’s 

colleague who blocked her course proposals). Would there be consequences, though, if 

these faculty members were to fully engage their academic freedom to pursue any and all 

forms of identity-related subject matter? Maybe so; several participants in this study 

demonstrated that to do so could result in diminished opportunity and access. And while 

they may not technically be kept from doing something, are they not being invited, like 

Dr. Alejandra posited? Or are they being invited in some ways, but not others? Not being 

invited to participate in certain activities on account of discrimination and/or oppression 

may have a diminishing effect on the academic freedom of faculty of color because they 

are not given the opportunity to enact their academic freedom in all contexts. 

The participants in this study had either heard stories about colleagues of color 

who had experienced discrimination and/or they themselves had experienced it. And for 

some who had not directly experienced discrimination in the academy, they suspected it 

happened because they knew it still exists in the larger society. As I have explained, some 

faculty in this study had not been able to fully explore and enact their academic freedom 

in the academy. They understood a need to excise or diminish their social identities in 
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their work in order to maintain their access to and achieve success in the dominant 

culture of the academy despite the protections afforded them by academic freedom. Dr. 

Liner was unique in this study in that he clearly experienced an infringement of his 

academic freedom when he sought to stand up against discrimination and oppression in 

his class. He told me that he thought the identity-based topic he broached is one that was 

off-limits in higher education and, therefore, his academic freedom in relation to this 

topic was limited. Again, are certain forms of diversity sanctioned by the dominant 

culture of the academy while others are off limits? Is it purely coincidence that one of the 

areas Dr. Liner believed to be off limits is related to social identity? This research 

suggests that there could be a relationship between diminished academic freedom and 

historically marginalized social identities. And if certain topical areas related to 

historically marginalized social identities are too controversial for academia, then 

academic freedom is not functioning as it should.  

Ultimately, the way in which I believe discrimination influences participants’ 

abilities to enact their academic freedom is that discrimination and/or oppression wears 

them down to the point that they no may no longer have the energy or the willpower to 

enact their academic freedom. Dr. Rheeda’s comment that she feared an “authentic” 

woman of color was being displaced under the weight of discrimination is powerful. The 

true benefits of faculty diversity are lost when the continued existence of discrimination 

and/or oppression in the academy diminishes the academic freedom of faculty of color by 

necessitating their need to assimilate into the dominant culture to avoid turmoil. This last 

point is another important implication to come from this research. As Dr. Liner’s 

experiences demonstrated, even in the face of extreme threat, academic freedom can 
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ultimately protect one’s job as intended. But, like Dr. Aliaga highlighted, academic 

freedom may fall short in protecting the quality of one’s job environment. And the 

quality of one’s job environment can be negatively affected by discrimination and/or 

oppression.  

As I described earlier, institutions should formulate a response to internal and 

external discriminatory challenges that threaten the academic freedom of faculty of color 

and they should have a plan in place to support these faculty. Yet in relation to this 

section on discrimination and oppression, what if the threat is covert? What if the threat is 

internally stemming from one’s colleagues? This research suggests that faculty of color 

can experience both types of threats to their academic freedom. In response to this form 

of internal discriminatory threat that can diminish the academic freedom of faculty of 

color via a type of racial battle fatigue (Smith, 2004), institutions need to promote change 

in overall campus climate. In his analysis of diversity-related campus initiatives, Chang 

(2002) describes that institutions may unintentionally (or intentionally) end up preserving 

their campus climate rather than transforming it. Thus, in order to promote 

transformational campus climate change rather than preserving the status quo, Chang 

provides four recommendations. One, institutions need to recognize that the “diversity 

movement” is not a trend, but rather a “core…ideological justification for changing 

existing arrangements of power and privilege” (p. 128). Two, institutions should stop 

thinking only about increasing numbers of diverse people and instead consider how a 

growing community of diverse campus members affects campus climate, creates 

opportunities for diverse interactions, and alters educational outcomes. Three, institutions 

need to recognize the need for deep-seated transformation on behalf of diversity rather 
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than “preexisting ways of operating and behaving” (p. 132). And four, Chang 

recommends that institutions consider a broader view of learning that considers different 

ways of knowing.  

While Chang’s four recommendations may help to improve campus climate and 

reduce discrimination that faculty of color can experience, the fourth recommendation 

may help to specifically improve the climate for the academic freedom of faculty of 

color. As Chang describes, 

With few exceptions, critics of diversity seem to concede that certain types of 
learning associated with diversity efforts (i. e. increased cultural awareness, 
reduced racial prejudice, greater tolerance for difference, etc.) may well take 
place. Instead, they are more likely to reject diversity-related efforts based on 
what they believe students ought to learn and who is qualified to learn (p. 133).  
 

While this statement considers student learning, one could also consider the faculty who 

facilitate this learning and, in particular, faculty of color. Institutions that embrace a 

broader view of learning may better protect the academic freedom of faculty of color by 

protecting a broader view of that which they teach and research, as well as their person. 

And institutions that are able to realize the complexities of diversity can move beyond 

token diversity efforts to transform the current campus climate for academic freedom and 

diversity. 

Academic freedom as facilitating agency 

The appearance of the theme, academic freedom as facilitating agency, 

demonstrated that despite some participants’ reports of covert and overt discrimination, 

the possibility exists for faculty or color to explore social identities and work towards 

social justice. Academic freedom supports these efforts. Yet some participants told me 
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that even without academic freedom, they would still engage in this work. Their 

commitment to social justice was stronger than their commitment to self-preservation. 

In the counter-story presented in chapter V, I sought to juxtapose the 

disempowerment of the first participant in this study who opted out to the agency 

demonstrated by others. The effects of discrimination were worse for some, most likely 

because of the ways in which social identities can intersect to differentially affect people. 

As I described, women of color in this study tended to relay more overt tales of 

discrimination than men. Yet the women of color in this study consistently rose to the top 

in demonstrating the most agency. To them, whether or not they had experienced 

diminished academic freedom in relation to their social identities was almost an aside; 

several reported they would do this work regardless (e.g. Drs. Aliaga, Brunay, Alejandra, 

and Myeong). Men of color in this study also demonstrated agency on behalf of social 

justice, which they felt was supported by their academic freedom. But the extent to which 

they engaged this agency was more varied. Dr. Parker would pursue social justice work 

even without academic freedom while Drs. Darrett and Edwards might have been a little 

more hesitant to do so, especially if they did not have tenure. One must entertain the 

notion, though, that the participants who opted to be in my study might be more agentic 

in the first place. Similar to the first participant who opted out, those who were too fearful 

might not have responded to my initial solicitation request. The appearance of agency, 

then, could be expected to a certain extent.  

The Baez (2000) theme of agency was readily apparent in my participants’ 

enactment of their academic freedom in this research. I applied this code numerous times 

within each participant analysis, with the exception of my analysis of Dr. Dekar. The fact 



 211 

that I applied this code in almost each participant analysis also highlights that this type of 

agency is not limited by discipline. I found it in the sciences as well as in ethnic studies. 

Academic freedom is, therefore, supporting diverse faculty in working on behalf of social 

justice for marginalized social identity groups in a variety of areas, which reinforces the 

idea that the benefits of diversity can apply across an institution.  

As I described, faculty participants imparted to their students the content 

knowledge that was an expected part of their field or discipline. But their academic 

freedom supported their agency to go beyond that content knowledge to foster critical 

thinking, model professionalism, promote dialogue and understanding, and explore 

multiple perspectives. Thus, institutions need to recognize that when they define 

academic freedom for their context and seek to uphold it at their institution, faculty 

diversity and excellence can be intertwined and, thus, should be included in a 

conversation about that which needs to be supported and protected by academic freedom.  

Future Research 

The findings from this research point to other areas of inquiry that would promote 

a richer understanding of the role of academic freedom in the lives of faculty of color. 

First, this research could be broadened to include a wider sampling of institutions in other 

states and a larger pool of participants to contribute to greater transferability of findings. 

A potential strategy would be to develop a survey based on findings from this study and  

solicit participation from a more diverse group of institutions. Such an analysis could also 

allow me to compare responses by race, gender identity, rank, sexual orientation, 

religion, and education area. While the current framing of this study reflects an 

intersectional focus, it may also be interesting to move beyond that focus and start to 
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examine whether there are in fact differences between certain social identity categories. 

Second, I am interested in hearing the voices of those who were not included in this 

study, such as those who did not resonate with my solicitation request, those who were 

unavailable or too busy to participate, those who were pre-tenured, those who did not 

construct their thinking along the separate lines of teaching, service, and research, and 

those who represent racial/ethnic groups that were not included (e. g. American Indians). 

Also, in considering Rendón’s work (2006) in which she described that achieving the 

rank of full professor is what allowed her to finally pursue the work of her choice rather 

than just her academic freedom and tenure, I am interested in hearing from faculty of 

color who are full professors regarding their experiences and perceptions of academic 

freedom. Third, I could consider an analysis that foregrounds different social identities, 

such as sexual orientation, gender identity, discipline, and nationality.  By way of offering 

an example, I could frame this work to more explicitly examine sexism in the academy 

and how faculty of different gender identities perceive and experience their academic 

freedom. And fourth, I would like to take a deeper look at the internal and external 

speech of faculty of color and how that speech is influenced by academic freedom. Such 

research may be especially timely in considering the recent Garcetti and Hong cases that 

have eroded the protection of academic freedom for faculty speech outside the university. 

Additionally, such research may serve to investigate how changes in technology can 

contribute to a wider dissemination of the ideas and viewpoints of faculty of color, thus 

affecting their academic freedom in terms of public critique. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, as I highlighted in this research, some faculty are able to more successfully 

engage their academic freedom than others. The academic freedom of faculty of color can 

be differentially challenged and threatened in relation to their social identities, race and 

ethnicity included. When their work is devalued by colleagues, when they hear the 

message that their social identities are not welcome in the academy, and when they are 

fatigued by discrimination and oppression to the point of “displacing an authentic 

[person] of color,” the benefits of diversity are also diminished. Yet this research also 

suggests that academic freedom supports the agency of faculty of color to engage their 

social identities and social identity-related topics, which allows those within institutions 

of higher education to capitalize on the known benefits of exposure to these diverse 

experiences and perspectives. Thus, academic freedom as a fundamental tenet to U. S. 

higher education should also be a fundamental tenet to the protection and support of 

faculty of color and the work they pursue in the academy. 
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APPENDIX A 

Interview guide questions 
 

1. You have recently gone through the tenure process. What was that process like for 
you? 

2. One of the things tenure is meant to guarantee is academic freedom. How would 
you define academic freedom? 

3. How do you believe academic freedom affects your teaching?  
4. How do you believe academic freedom affects your service?  
5. How do you believe academic freedom affects your research?  
6. Which would you say are your most salient social identities in the academy? 

a. How are these identities salient? 
i. [If participant does not list race/ethnicity] In what ways are your 

race or ethnicity salient? 
7. In what ways do your identities of [list identities named by participant] influence 

your academic freedom in teaching? 
8. In what ways do your identities of [list identities named by participant] influence 

your academic freedom in service? 
9. In what ways do your identities of [list identities named by participant] influence 

your academic freedom in research?  
a. [If participant does not name race/ethnicity] What about your race or 

ethnicity? 
i. How does it influence your academic freedom in teaching? 

ii. How does it influence your academic freedom in service?  
iii. How does it influence your academic freedom in research?  

10. Tell me about how you have experienced discrimination in the academy, if at all. 
11. [If participant describes experiences of discrimination] How do your experiences 

with discrimination influence your ability to enact your academic freedom?  
12. Where do you see the biggest threats to your academic freedom coming from?  

a. How do you feel these threats are related to your social identities, if at all? 
i. [If participant does not name race/ethnicity] How do you feel these 

threats are related to your race/ethnicity, if at all?  
13. In what ways did your thinking regarding your academic freedom in relation to 

your faculty work differ pre- and post-tenure? (Probes: Teaching, service, and 
research). 

14. What would you change in relation to this issue, if anything? 
15. Anything else you would like to add? 
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APPENDIX B 

Codes 
 
A change with tenure 
Academic freedom definition 
AF [academic freedom] as agency 
AF in research 
AF in service 
AF in teaching 
AF of engaging SI [social identity] in research  
AF of engaging SI in service 
AF of engaging SI in teaching 
Can’t be sure 
Discrimination oppression 
Hearing other horror stories 
Identity threat but not mine 
Inequality of application 
Intersectionality 
Knocked the Black out of me 
Lack of mentoring 
Pos [positive] dept support/mentoring 
Post tenure 
Pre tenure 
Race ethnicity not salient 
Screw you 
Self-censoring 
Self-packaging 
Separating from identity 
SI [social identity] ability 
SI age 
SI faculty member 
SI first gen 
SI foreign 
SI gender identity 
SI geographic 
SI political affiliation 
SI race ethnicity 
SI religion 
SI SES [socio-economic status] 
SI sex orientation 
SI unique 
The great outside mentor 
They wear you down 
Threat to AF [academic freedom] 
Threat to AF external 
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Threat to AF internal 
Threat to AF internal administrator 
Threat to AF internal faculty 
Threat to AF internal student 
To agitate or not 
What I would change 
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APPENDIX C 

Participant email solicitation 
 
Greetings! 
 
My name is Holley Locher and I am a doctoral candidate in organizational leadership, 
policy, and development at the University of Minnesota. As part of my dissertation 
research, I am conducting a qualitative study on faculty experiences and perceptions of 
their academic freedom. The study has been approved by the University of Minnesota 
Human Subjects Research Office (1202P10044). 
 
The purpose of this research study is to understand how faculty perceive and experience 
their academic freedom in relation to their social identities.  I would appreciate if you 
could participate and/or forward this study to potential participants.  
Participants must self-identify as faculty of color, be within 2 years of having 
successfully earned tenure, and hold an appointment at the University of Minnesota, the 
University of Arizona, and/or the University of California-Los Angeles. 
 
To participate in the study, please contact Holley Locher via email at loche007@umn.edu 
or via phone at 612-865-3842. 
 
Prospective participants who meet these criteria will receive an informed consent form 
prior to our first interview. Participation in the study is expected to include the following: 
an initial in-person interview of 1-2 hours, a first follow-up via email, phone, or Skype 
within 2-3 weeks of the initial interview, and a final follow-up via email, phone, or Skype 
after participants receive and review their initial interview transcript and my analysis of 
their data. 
 
Participation is confidential and participants may withdraw from the study at any time. If 
participants have any questions, they may contact me at loche007@umn.edu. Participants 
may also contact my dissertation chair, Dr. Rebecca Ropers-Huilman at 
ropers@umn.edu.  
--  
Holley Locher, M. A.  
Doctoral Candidate 
College of Education and Human Development – University of Minnesota 
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APPENDIX D 

CONSENT FORM 
Academic freedom for whom? 

 
You are invited to be in a research study regarding academic freedom and social identity. 
You were selected as a possible participant because you are within 2 years of having 
successfully earned tenure. I ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may 
have before agreeing to be in the study. 
 
This study is being conducted by: Holley Locher; Doctoral Candidate in Organizational 
Leadership, Policy, and Development at the University of Minnesota 

 

Background Information 
 
The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences and perceptions of academic 
freedom for faculty as influenced by their social identities. 
 
Procedures: 
 
If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things: 
 
Participate in an initial in-person, audio-recorded interview and at least two follow-up, 
audio-recorded conversations via email, phone, or Skype. The initial interview will take 
one to two hours. The first follow-up will occur within one to three weeks after the initial 
interview to seek further clarification, ask follow-up questions, or inquire as to anything 
you would like to add after having time to reflect upon the interview and the study. The 
second follow up will occur after your interview has been transcribed and data analysis is 
complete. This follow up will serve to check whether or not your interview was 
transcribed, interpreted, and analyzed in a way that captures your meaning. 
 

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study 
 
In terms of risks, you may experience discomfort discussing personal issues related to 
your academic freedom.  
 
The benefits to participation are include increasing general awareness about this topic and 
contributing to the goal of institutional policy change regarding academic freedom, 
tenure, and promotion. 
 
Compensation: 
 
There is no compensation associated with participation in this study.  
 
Confidentiality: 
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The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I might publish, I will 
not include any information that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research 
records will be stored securely and only the researcher will have access to the records. 
Study data will be encrypted according to current University policy for protection of 
confidentiality. Only the researcher will have access to audio recordings, interview 
transcripts, and email communication. All raw data will be destroyed after a period of 3 
years.  
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
 
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will 
not affect your current or future relations with the University of Minnesota. If you decide 
to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without 
affecting that relationship.  
 
Contacts and Questions: 
 
The researcher conducting this study is Holley Locher. You may ask any questions you 
have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact either Holley 
Locher at the University of Minnesota, 612-865-3842, loche007@umn.edu or her 
advisor, Rebecca Ropers-Huilman at the University of Minnesota, 612-624-1006, 
ropers@umn.edu. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to 
someone other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ 
Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 
55455; (612) 625-1650. 
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I 
consent to participate in the study.  
 
 
Signature:_________________________________________ Date: _________________ 
 
 
Signature of parent or guardian:________________________ Date: _________________ 
(If minors are involved) 
 
Signature of Investigator:_____________________________ Date: _________________ 


