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This survey was created at Concordia University
by William Fech, Patrick Smith, Edo Ernest, Tess
McClernon, Hannah Pan, Enrique Fibla and Theo
Stojanov as a pilot project aiming to study the la-
bour conditions of film scholars associated directly
or indirectly with the Society For Cinema and Me-
dia Studies (SCMS), a professional organization
which serves as a hub for scholarly activity as well
as a focal site for publishers, employers, and job
seekers.

Intent

Using the occasion of the 2015 SCMS conference
in Montreal to launch the survey, we collected a
sufficient number of responses to guarantee a reli-
able representation of the graduate student mem-
bership body of the organization, although certain
methodological adjustments will need to be made
in a future version of the survey. The number of
detailed responses however indicates that there is a
keen interest in de-mystifying labour circum-
stances across campuses as well as national bound-
aries. In spite of the sometimes dire, though fully
justifiably so, reflections made by some of our re-
spondents, we believe that a wider availability of
information about employment conditions can
provide academic workers with the confidence that
change is possible and perhaps encourage them to
negotiate changes in their own institutions.

Methodological Critique and Suggestions

The vast variation of opinions and data we collec-
ted reflect to a certain extent faults in our method-
ology, which has not been careful to address the
difference between issues concerning graduate stu-
dents and recent graduates, as even within the
same institution the situation seems to be quite dif-
ferent for each sub-group. In addition, opening up
the survey globally contributed to the collection of
a wide variety of information that on the one hand
serves to inform us of academic work conditions
outside of Anglo-Australian-American academia,
but on the other remains statistically insignificant.



Fig. 1

Furthermore, as is shown on Fig. 2, about half of
our respondents are not members of SCMS, and
Fig. 1 indicates that less than 60% are still at
school.

The study served best to probe the interest of
scholars in the areas of film and media studies in
future surveys of this kind, but with the following
adjustments:

We propose that:
– Future studies should maintain a more re-

stricted sample population, to be able to
collect manageable and accurate results;

– Soliciting the participation of graduate stu-
dents through various mailing lists is an un-
reliable way of questioning a specific pop-
ulation, because there is no guarantee of a
response, and the message risks propagat-
ing across remote and unrelated popula-
tions. One way to ensure a controlled re-
sponse is to affiliate the questionnaire with
an established institution such as the SCMS
website, and use the site’s online member-
ship portal as a place to suggest to visitors
to fill out the survey. 

What to do with all this data?

Our survey was originally meant for graduate stu-
dents but as we wanted to reach a large public we
announced it as widely as possible. From the 120
responses we received, however, we could see that
the questions we asked posed some issues of geo-
graphical location and specific labour environ-

ments: they were very general questions and could
not adequately address the local specificities which
vary not only from one country to another but from
institution to institution.

However, the different responses we collected still
give some specific pressure points that can be used
in the future to develop the dialogue about aca-
demic labour. Moreover, the additional feedback
we received crystallizes the assumptions our par-
ticular set of questions set out to confirm.

For instance, we were asked why the survey fo-
cused on graduate students when the “real” prob-
lem was PhD holders trying to find jobs.

“The way I see it, underemployed post-doctoral 
teaching work is a far worse problem - it is ex-
tremely low paid, tons of exhausting work, no bene-
fits, little support, weak unions if any, and it's a dead
end unless you are one of the lucky few who land a 
tenure track job out of it (which most don't).”

As 40% of those who responded are no longer stu-
dents, we can draw the following provisional con-
clusions: we may have aimed our survey at too
large a constituency, while recent graduates and
those expecting to graduate soon expressed the
strongest opinions about academic labour and
were, as was to be expected, most concerned by
the issue.

“I'm a sessional instructor with a PhD on yearly 
contracts. Certain parts of this questionnaire seem to
be more directed at graduate students - I'm not sure 
it's the intention of this study to be aimed exclus-
ively at grad students so you might want to think of 
amending these areas.”

A second and obvious conclusion is linked to the
intense anxiety for job stability that accompanies
the post-graduate struggle to find and secure a pro-
fessional life.

“I graduated with my PhD in 2009 as the recession 
and government cuts depressed UK academia. I 
have only had temporary contracts since then, the 
longest a year. Although well paid per hour, the 
amount of hours are not enough to provide a living 
wage. I am desperate.”

This anxiety highlights how labour conditions



place a serious burden on scholars and prevent
them from performing to full capacity. The import-
ance of these issues, given the passionate honesty
of the responses, seems to be largely ignored with-
in academia. This, of course, is nothing new – the
website that accompanies this study1 provides
ample examples from the writings of academics
worldwide, who make it their mission to keep alive
the conversation about precarious academic labour
with their respective administrations.

One commenter asked that more radical position
be taken by unions on a global scale to resolve la-
bour problems. When ‘glocal’ labour issues are su-
perimposed against this North-America-based sur-
vey, we can more easily perceive the conditions of
the global academic market. Our intention was not
to solicit responses purely from the Anglo-Aus-
tralian-American academy, but because of out
communication network the vast majority of re-
sponses came from there. This indicates several
things about the ‘impartiality’ of digital networks,
and our use of them remains bound to certain na-
tional and linguistic limitations in spite of our de-
sire to break beyond into transnational space.

Geolocation: Knowledge Production in Precarity

A look at the geolocation trajectory of respondents
reveals that many graduate students originally
from outside of Anglo-Australian-American
academy currently fund themselves studying and
looking for work within that very establishment.
Given the precarity that has reigned over the aca-
demic world for sometime already, we may ask
what motivates such an uprooting for either work
or training. One way to approach this question can
be suggested from the data we collected on where
respondents have studied previously, and attempt-
ing to follow academic migratory tendencies. Our
survey allows for only limited observations of the
movements of graduate students and recent gradu-
ates, but it is possible in a more detailed analysis to
follow those movements and attempt to determine
whether there exists a pattern of academic migra-
tion. However, even a fleeting look at the raw data

1 https://academictrap.wordpress.com/

can offer an intuitive impression of the current po-
sition of out respondents – which is not a claim
that it reflects global conditions – as a network of
linguistically and institutionally interrelated schol-
ars. Regardless of country of origin or mother
tongue, all participants in the survey use English as
the language in which they practice their scholar-
ship. This points principally to North America as
the primary site for training and eventual employ-
ment. The map thus generated by our survey
shows a heavy concentration of scholars through-
out the the English-speaking world, which gives
perhaps a false impression of it being a place
where work can easily be found.

While our initial intent to record and analyze cur-
rent labour conditions, a consequence of our find-
ings is the mapping of a new geography of a cer-
tain kind of knowledge production: one produced
and therefore shot through with notions of stress
and precarity. The repercussions that this emerging
mode of scholarship will have on have an on the
future of the Humanities and the Social Sciences
remains to be addressed.

What is the emerging form of academic labour?

To begin, let us consider how some of the ex-
penses of graduate students are covered. 87% of
participants had received funding in order to sup-
port their education but only half of them reported
that it was sufficient to cover living expenses.

Moreover, 70% of participants had to work and
study at the same time in 2013 and only 8% could
only afford to study. The process of obtaining a
degree, therefore, demands additional labour; we
have to acknowledge labour as an intrinsic part of
the current educational system. 
Specifically concerning academic labour, most
participants reported having worked as TAs (60%)
and RAs (30%) among other activities on campus. 

More than half of these academic workers com-
mented that they were not adequately com-
pensated, with some of them reporting that a
breakdown of their wages put them below the min-
imum income line. 



Only about 30% said that they would refuse aca-
demic work if the offered compensation was insuf-
ficient. In general, a total amount was more attract-
ive than an hourly wage.

From the responses we collected, we may imagine
the precarity felt and expressed by students and re-
cent graduates as something that has accompanied
many – if not most of them throughout their aca-
demic careers and may have been communicated
to them from a variety of sources: the overall eco-
nomic conditions, instructors, fellow students. An
alternative view of the value of labour as experi-
ence and as a part of the training of future scholars
was not proposed by our respondents, while com-
pensation seemed to play a crucial role.

The question of precarity we are examining here is
one that concerns the whole of society and not
simply graduate students or recent graduates. As
such, it involves politics that should go beyond the
university walls and wage battle at the source. Stu-
dent protests are one way to begin. Where the pro-
duction of knowledge is concerned, the insinuation
of precarity into everyday life at the academy
could be understood as a part of a new regime of
scholarship that bodes the creation of new forms of
academic subjectivity and subjectification, the cul-
tivation of a certain mind-set that may have far-
reaching and detrimental consequences for free
thought in the foreseeable future.

* * *

The following section addresses some of our find-
ings a little more closely.

Union Labour

A Cross-referencing of responses by country as
well as by level shows that a significant percentage
of the respondents remain uninformed about the
existence or activities of a union at their education-
al institution.

Fig. 2

This is confirmed from looking at the top respond-
ents, students from Canada and the USA, both of
which show a quarter of the respondents are un-
aware whether a union is available to them or not.

The questionnaire was not designed to be repres-
entative of the situation worldwide because our
distribution network was limited to institutions that
we are more familiar with. It is our hope that with
the help of the SCMS and other student organiza-
tions we will, in the future, be able to reach a
wider constituency and get a more accurate im-
pression of how and why graduates organize
worldwide. Below is a chart outlining the re-
sponses per country, and we see the difficulty in
making general observations beyond the top four
(Anglophone) countries based on our limited data.



The strong cultural and linguistic presence of the
Anglo-Australian-American academy appears
stronger throughout discipline, but is unlikely a re-
flection of the principle membership body of the
SCMS which accounts for just over 40% of the re-
spondents. There are strong indications, however,
that the organization is an important international
hub for scholars as well as job seekers. The geo-
location data we have tracked attempts to report on
the international presence in the organization, as
well as serve as an initial indication of the transna-
tional movements of students and entry-level aca-
demic workers.

Union Rules, Collective Agreements and other
union-related administrative details

Typical collective agreements should include but
are not limited to issues that concern grievance
processes, intellectual property, employment de-
tails, job postings and hiring policies, occupational
health and safety, leaves and holidays.

Most of the respondents who indicated that there
was a union at their educations institution (the
“Yes” group in Fig. 1) are active in those unions
and are aware of the particular issues concerning
their location. Such issues are often site-specific,
yet there are consistent themes across responses:

– adequate compensation for hours worked
– regulated contracts
– class size
– healthcare
– option to pursue and pay for professional

development courses
– rising tuition
– 10-hour rule
– tuition indexation
– casualization

Another common thread is related to inter- and ex-
tra-union politics. The former concerns situation
where a union is a part of a greater bargaining
body, and collective bargaining is done on a more
global scale. The fear is on the one hand that the
greater the bargaining body, the easier it is to over-
look the needs of smaller, more specialized groups.

Conversely, union size represents negotiating
power, and so solidarity with sister unions has
been offered as a solution to small departmental
union bodies.

Non-Union Labour

For the most part, non-unionized respondents em-
ployed as academic workers were bound by a writ-
ten agreement, usually at the departmental level.
They express almost identical concerns for the
present and future employment conditions at the
university as their unionized colleagues.

So far, non-unionized institutions are reluctant to
open up to the possibility and almost the entire
group of respondents are unaware of any possible
changes in the foreseeable future. When asked
why they think this might be, various reasons were
given: lack of tradition of academic unionization
was cited for some countries and particular conser-
vative states / provinces. Alternatively, in some
countries policies have been put in place at the na-
tional level by local Ministries of Education that
regulate and protect academic workers, making the
function of labour unions unnecessary.

In a more informal way, some respondents
provided additional personal insight in the com-
ments section of the survey. In broad strokes, an
Hourly Lecturer from the UK, for instance, is
covered by national organization for academic la-
bourers University and College Union. In several
responses, Hourly Lecturers reported not making
enough to equate minimum wage. At the same
time a Japanese university was given as an ex-
ample of an institution offering long-term yearly
contracts. In another instance, a Portugese univer-
sity will cancel a contract if employee has not been
assigned any work hours during two consecutive
semesters. In certain states in the US, a “right-to-
work” law directly prohibits agreements between
labour unions and employers.

A poignant question was asked by one respondent,
who wanted to know why the survey does not ad-
dress directly issues of job security and the precar-
ity of the work situations in which so many aca-



demics find themselves. This was, in fact, the goal
of the survey. However, we were careful not to set
a certain tone because we were hoping for the
question of precarity and to surface on its own in
through the answers.

SCMS, jobs, scholarship

An interesting divergence of interests surfaced
when we compared the respondents’ current mem-
bership status within SCMS to their pursuit of fu-
ture academic employment. No. 1 represents non-
members who did not express an interest in future
academic employment (i.e. for the most part they
are already employed); similarly, no. 2 are SCMS
members who also are not interested in future aca-
demic employment. Group no. 3 consists of non-
members who are interested in academic employ-
ment, and group no. 4 are SCMS members who are
also interested in future academic employment.

Each of the four groups makes up roughly a
quarter of the total, indicating that about half of the
graduate students and recent graduates who re-
sponded look to SCMS for other reasons than as a
job board.

Overall, as expected, the principle reasons most re-
spondents give for their interest in SCMS is the
possibility to connect to wider scholarship, access
to the Career Centre job search service, and profes-
sional networking.

Glossary

10-hour rule: A rule stipulating that full-time graduate stu-
dents should not be permitted to work more than an average
of 10 hours per week on campus, and should be encouraged
to limit their time spent on employment either inside or out-
side the university to an average of no more than ten hours
per week.

Tuition indexation: Tuition indexation ensures that for
every dollar added to graduate tuition fees, the university
also adds a dollar to graduate student compensation union
members. This provision ensures that the compensation of
university workers cannot be eroded by increases in tuition.
For instance, as a result of tuition indexation York University
stopped increasing graduate tuition fees in the early 2000s
and provided a tuition rebate called the “Graduate Financial
Assistance” (GFA). The difference in fees between York and
other Ontario universities (where fees continue to increase
substantially), along with the tuition rebate, York graduate
students save approximately $4,500 a year because of this
provision in their collective agreements.


