8/30/2021

Weekly Briefing: They Quit

Press pause, delve into the week’s biggest story, and learn what it means
for you. Delivered on Saturdays.
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College workers are burning out and quitting. Here’s why.
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Look around your college or talk to colleagues, and you’ve probably heard: Another
person is leaving. Sometimes they are taking a job in the corporate sector, other times
they are switching institutions, and then there are some people who don’t have
anything lined up next.
The pandemic forced many Americans to shift their priorities and to realize that we,
as a society, work too much. In every sector, but especially in higher ed, people put in
long hours, and sometimes work creeps into nights and weekends (we send this
newsletter on Saturday for a reason). A survey by Microsoft found that more than 40
percent of workers are considering leaving their employer this year. College
employees are no exception. Our Lindsay Ellis interviewed nearly 60 current and
former higher-education professionals about their evolving attitudes toward work.
She found that many workers want the relationship between institutions and their
employees to change in various ways — like more work-life balance and protections
for employees’ health during the pandemic. Her story is also filled with striking
moments, like when a student-activities director broke down in a Sri Lankan hotel
room on her honeymoon. A text message reminded her of her boss, and the stress of
returning to work.
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The numbers are telling too. A placement company for temporary college leaders, the
Registry, filled more than 235 positions this year, breaking its annual record.
Here are few reasons these staffers are leaving:

Their sense of mission has faded.
Administrators in non-student-facing roles told The Chronicle that they don’t feel the
purpose that they once did. Lindsay’s interview with Joel Luther, an associate in
research at Duke University’s public-policy school, illustrates that.

“After so many years working at a university, I’m
not rich. And there’s a part of me that’s like, I
could give the corporate world a shot for a year
or two and make some cash. I do feel like what I
do has merit and purpose, and has potential to
really, truly benefit society as a whole. That said,
maybe I’m ready to give up on purpose.”
Campus reopenings spurred safety concerns.
When campuses reopened this fall, many employees, especially those with publicfacing jobs, worried about their health. For example, at the University of Southern
California more than 550 staff members wrote a letter expressing concern over a plan
that would require many of them to come back to campus five days a week.
Though vaccinations are available for people over 12 years old, the Delta variant is
sweeping the country, and some workers remain worried about their safety —
especially those who are elderly or immunocompromised, or live with vulnerable
people or young children.
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In states where laws prevent colleges and schools from requiring vaccines or masks,
this problem is more complicated. in May, Gov. Henry McMaster of South Carolina
banned state agencies from requiring “vaccine passports.” That response to the
pandemic, in part, prompted Jeri O. Cabot, former dean of students and associate vice
president for student affairs at the College of Charleston, to speed up her retirement.

The exhaustion is getting worse.
Before the pandemic, student-affairs jobs were known for their mounting workload
and staff churn.
Jobs in career counseling, residence life, and student activities require long hours.
Often staff members with no social-work or counseling training must help students in
crisis. And according to data from CUPA-HR, these positions pay about $50,000
annually.
The Delta variant’s surge also means that many student-affairs staff members have
had to develop both in-person and virtual events for their orientations and other fall
activities. That’s double the planning workload. So fed-up professionals are taking
positions in other sectors or starting their own businesses and consulting firms.
Does this mean a mass exodus is on the horizon? Is it already here? Read Lindsay’s
story to find out.

Lagniappe
Learn. There’s bad news for The New Yorker tote-bag-toting folks among us. (The
New York Times)
Read. The novel These Ghosts Are Family by Maisy Card tells a multigenerational
story of a Jamaican family. The book goes back and forth in time and between
two islands, Jamaica and Manhattan. (Kirkus Reviews)
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