
Abstract. This commentary asks program administrators to 
consider workload (or overwork) for all stakeholders in our 
programs, as well as options for ways that we can take care of 
each other and ourselves. To do this, we will offer three initial 
strategies for program development in times of crisis by ad-
dressing workload head-on, and the inevitable overwork that 
too often arises from uncertainty and austerity. The primary 
goal is to establish a work/life balance for all stakeholders in 
our programs:
1. Establish concrete benchmarks for workload
2. Target workload through faculty development
3. Reflect regularly on workload as part of short- and long-

term assessment
The stressors that faculty, students, and administrators have 
faced during the pandemic are myriad. Although there is no 
solution to eliminate all of these burdens, we are working 
to adopt an “ethic of care,” which means we focus on what’s 
under our control programmatically. And we can push back 
against unnecessary and traumatizing budget conversa-
tions. People’s emotions and material conditions matter a 
lot. Sometimes, doing more with less is as simple as actually 
asking for less.
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The pandemic and economic turmoil of 2020 has sadly brought re-
newed relevance to our 2015 work on administering programs in 
times of austerity (Tillery & Nagelhout). Within our program and 

throughout our university, we’re hoping that the lessons we learned 
will help us navigate the current crisis and spare our colleagues as 
much grief as possible. To the best of our abilities, we are being guided 
in our decision-making by an ethic of care, paying attention to the 
needs of the most vulnerable individuals in our sphere.

Nearly ten years ago, we began editing a collection on the dam-
age done by austerity to technical writing programs at all levels of 
higher education (Tillery & Nagelhout, 2015). Our goal was to present 
a variety of ways that program administrators around the country were 
dealing with the precarious nature of “the new normal.” Our own con-
tribution to this collection (written with Julie Staggers) attempted to 
broach the topic of workload/overwork for writing teachers by describ-
ing our own 10-hour-per-week commitment to our (mostly) part-time 
and graduate student instructors (Nagelhout, Tillery, & Staggers, 2015). 
This commentary revisits the perniciousness of overwork, as well as 
teacher burnout, in technical writing programs by arguing for an ethic 
of care as a primary guiding principle for confronting workload.

In our original work, we identified multiple sets of stressors on aca-
demic faculty, and on technical communication faculty, in particular. 
These included decreased public support for universities, an increased 
pressure to publish to meet ever-increasing tenure requirements, 
and heightened expectations to keep up with any and all changes 
in pedagogical platforms and other professional writing software. A 
general call for public universities to seek other sources of funding also 
means that more faculty are seeking public and private grants. Our 
university recently achieved the highest level of research-intensive 
Carnegie classification, and to maintain that distinction, UNLV is under 
pressure to maintain and increase both doctoral production and 
undergraduate student achievement. Compounding these pressures 
is an atmosphere of scarcity and intense stress. Unfortunately, UNLV is 
by no means unique; a recent Australian Broadcasting Company story 
on the use of metrics to evaluate researchers shows that this pressure 
is an international trend (Trakakis, 2020). Similarly, a 2020 interview 
with sociologist Jamie McCallum illustrates that high-income workers 
are working longer hours for a variety of reasons, including workplace 
precarity, and the long hours have only intensified since the pandemic 
(Day, 2020). Against this backdrop, it is no surprise that faculty burnout 
has surfaced as a theme (Flaherty, 2020). 

Faculty burnout has long been a concern in technical communica-
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tion, as the work of Rebecca Pope-Ruark (2017) describes. Often, this 
burnout manifests in gendered terms, as mid-career academics bal-
ance care-giving roles as parents, caretakers of aging relatives, and 
increased service demands, and women often shoulder more of the 
responsibilities of caretaking both inside and outside the workplace. 
When the pandemic hit, daycares and schools across the country were 
suddenly closed or moved to remote delivery. Simultaneously, faculty 
had to transition their own classes to remote formats. This sudden 
shock hit faculty parents, particularly women, hard, according to Col-
leen Flaherty’s 2020 article in Inside Higher Ed. Flaherty quotes Kevin 
McClure, an assistant professor at University of North Carolina-Wilm-
ington, saying, “‘it’s literally not possible for people to complete this 
amount of work in a 24-hour day,’ especially for those professors caring 
for others stuck at home. ‘And so we have to actively figure out how to 
cut things out that we would normally have to do.’” To do so, we need 
to have an honest reckoning of all the demands the pandemic and its 
associated stresses have placed on faculty. 

As we are navigating through this pandemic and its aftermath, 
we consider these questions through a framework of an ethic of care. 
Emerging from feminist philosophy in the works of Carol Gilligan 
(1993) and Nel Noddings (2013), an ethic of care centers morality on 
the needs and experiences of others, and is fundamentally relational, 
as opposed to centering ethical decision-making on abstract concepts 
of fairness, justice, or equality. Using this framework, we consider 
people’s experiences as a whole, including all dimensions of workload 
as well as other factors that contribute to burnout such as previous 
negative experiences and unequal power relations within and outside 
our program. 

This commentary begins with our definition for an ethic of care 
and how that aligns with effective program development. We then 
describe three strategies for promoting a work-life balance in techni-
cal and scientific communication programs: 1) establishing concrete 
benchmarks for workload in the program, 2) targeting workload 
through faculty development, and 3) initiating reflection on workload 
as a key component for both short- and long-term program assess-
ments. We conclude by describing how an ethic of care promotes a 
work-life balance and creates more effective programmatic practices.

An Ethic of Care
To the best of our abilities, we are being guided in our decision-making 
by an ethic of care, specifically paying attention to the needs of the 
most vulnerable individuals in our sphere. An ethic of care demands 
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that we center relationships and attend to vulnerabilities and unequal 
power structures. John Warner (2021), for example, argues for an ethic 
of care that rejects electronic surveillance of students as a wellness 
tool. Warner suggests that campus decision-makers center the well-
being of students and protect student autonomy and freedom. For our 
upper administration, an ethic of care was reflected in their decision 
to respect student choices regarding in-person class attendance, and, 
likewise, protect instructor autonomy, privacy, and dignity, by not de-
manding that instructors provide “proof” of vulnerability before being 
assigned remote teaching. This was a positive first step, as too often 
individuals are required to provide positive proof in order to get ac-
cess to accommodations, and such proof not only requires individuals 
to disclose health status, but it is also contingent on access to health 
care, transportation, and other services. This decision also moves away 
from concepts like objectivity and consistency as a guide to ethics, as 
individuals could base their need for remote work on criteria including 
whether they lived with vulnerable individuals, or whether they are 
caring for children at home, instead of an individualistic measure of 
health.

But as we consider decision-making at a more localized level, the 
complexity of the information we need to consider also grows. For 
example, every instructor does not have equal technology skills; for 
some, the transition to remote learning was straightforward but for 
others it was much more daunting. Faculty development must be 
personalized and tailored to adjust for these differences. Workload 
requirements are similarly elastic; in this context, it is inequitable to 
demand that all faculty and students be “checked in” during regular 
business hours. Our ethic of care strives to center both faculty and 
students as individuals who are experiencing professional stresses of 
managing technology and adjusting to constantly shifting conditions, 
as well as external stresses including increased anxiety, grief, and loss 
associated with the pandemic, and financial pressures from the associ-
ated economic crisis. 

As described by Richard P. Keeling (2014), key themes of an ethic 
of care include “paying attention; noticing with empathy others and 
their circumstances; accepting responsibility to act on what is noticed, 
which recognizes human connectedness and interdependence,” (p. 
143), as well as responding effectively and accepting that responding 
does not require reciprocity. The strategies we describe below are our 
way of noticing with empathy and acting on what we noticed: they are 
a way of paying close attention to the work faculty are asked to do, and 
responding to what we notice in a way that recognizes interconnect-
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edness and interdependence. 

Three Strategies for Confronting Workload
In “Working conditions, austerity, and faculty development in technical 
writing programs” (Nagelhout, Tillery, & Staggers 2015), we empha-
sized our commitment to a 10-hour (per course) work week for instruc-
tors working in our program, whether teaching a course online, hybrid, 
or face-to-face. Our intent was to describe how program administra-
tors can help faculty manage the workload of a writing teacher given 
the constraints of time. As Dawn Culpepper, et al. (2020) point out, 
faculty (and, we would argue, administrators) struggle to manage their 
time effectively and too often search for strategies for making effective 
decisions about their time-use. But work-time decisions are just one 
part of the equation for striking a work-life balance. 

In this section, we offer three initial strategies for program devel-
opment in times of crisis to address workload head-on, as well as the 
inevitable overwork that too often arises from uncertainty and aus-
terity. Moreover, these strategies adhere to principles for an ethic of 
care we outlined above. The primary goal for each strategy is to help 
writing program administrators re-value work, invoke an ethic of care, 
change the program culture by working in new ways, and formalize a 
work/life balance beneficial for all stakeholders.

The three strategies we describe include establishing concrete 
benchmarks for workload in the program, targeting workload through 
faculty development, and initiating reflection on workload as a key 
component for both short- and long-term program assessments. Each 
of these strategies can work in concert to help create new long-term 
and sustainable practices around workload in a technical and scientific 
communication program, a deep-seated approach for determining 
what counts as work in the 21st century and how we can implement 
these new practices without simply replicating the old ones. Moreover, 
building on an ethic of care in times of austerity, these strategies can 
help program administrators make key decisions about necessary hu-
man and material resources to enhance faculty development, explore 
alternative forms of workshops and training, encourage regular con-
tact among faculty to cultivate a community of practice, build resource 
databases and networks, establish policies for workload expectations, 
and use program assessment in more creative ways.1

1 Although focused on mentoring in web-based programs, see 
Hundey, et. al, 2020, for a more comprehensive set of recommendations to 
enhance faculty development.
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Establish concrete benchmarks for workload
Establishing concrete benchmarks for workload in teaching courses 
in a program is the first strategy that we recommend for all writing 
program administrators. As we have pointed out, administrators have 
rightly been feeling the stress of program planning and decision-mak-
ing in a context of scarce resources and extreme uncertainty. Although 
there is no one solution to eliminate these burdens, a key starting 
point would be articulating what counts as work in the program. This 
not only helps to clarify what teachers and administrators can accom-
plish in a normal work week, but also makes transparent the expecta-
tions for effective teaching in the program. As KerryAnn O’Meara, et al., 
(2019) conclude:

departments with routine work practices and conditions that 
support equity (e.g., transparent data on faculty work activi-
ties, planned rotations of time-intensive roles, credit systems, 
commitment to fair workload, clear benchmarks and expecta-
tions) will report better faculty outcomes (e.g., greater faculty 
perception of fairness, greater satisfaction with teaching and 
service workload, and less intent to leave) than those report-
ing no or fewer routine work practices that support equity. (pp. 
751-752)

To begin, based on the context and environment of the program, 
administrators need to honestly assess how much a writing teacher in 
a program can legitimately get done in a normal work week. Tradition-
ally, many institutions across the country follow a standard percentage 
distribution: 40/40/20 workload distribution for tenure-track faculty 
and 80/20 workload distribution for full-time teaching faculty. As writ-
ing program administrators, we are well aware that these allocations 
are ambiguous at best and don’t necessarily adhere with the most re-
cent workload statistics (Snyder et al., 2016; Branch-Mueller, 2018). This 
ambiguity often leads to work that does not get counted in these allo-
cations, especially if we don’t confront the ways that idealism in teach-
ing and “best practices” continue to exacerbate overwork conditions. In 
this way, as O’Meara, et al. (2019) point out, “the unique structure and 
culture of higher education workplaces, and the ways in which faculty 
work is taken up, assigned, and rewarded, also contribute to workload 
dissatisfaction and/or unrealistic assessments of who is doing what” (p. 
745). More importantly, most administrators of technical and scientific 
communication programs must also account for workload relative to 
contingent faculty and graduate student teachers.

Since a writing program administrator can only be responsible, for 
the most part, with the teaching part of this distribution, one starting 
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point for determining teaching workload is 10-hours-per-week (per 
course). This uses the 40-hour work week for contingent faculty as an 
initial benchmark for a full-time teaching load of 4 courses per semes-
ter. A 10-hours-per-week benchmark therefore represents a first step 
in quantifying a teaching faculty workload. In “Working conditions, 
austerity, and faculty development in technical writing programs” 
(Nagelhout, Tillery, & Staggers 2015), we categorized teacher work 
by time in class, time in office hours, time preparing for class, time 
responding to and evaluating student writing, and time in teacher de-
velopment. This aligns with Haminah Ujir, et al.’s (2020) description of 
teaching workload in the 21st century. But these may not suffice for all 
programs, especially those that may include a collective component. 
These programs may ask their writing faculty to participate in develop-
ing or updating syllabi, selecting textbooks, setting up the course in a 
learning management system, standardizing assignments and rubrics, 
contributing materials to course archives, and so on.2 

All of these basic categories, of course, can be equally ambiguous, 
so it is important to define the categories in terms of workload and/
or time spent performing the activity. Even a simple articulation of 
workload expectations for teachers will help with stress, time manage-
ment, and work-life balance. These benchmarks can be determined by 
the program administrator alone or they can be determined collabora-
tively between faculty (especially contingent faculty) and the program 
administrator (Cohen et al., 2009). For our purposes, defining workload 
for teachers in the program collaboratively establishes a transparent 
and reciprocal model, which, in turn, “increases [a] sense of account-
ability and trust between members and leaders, facilitates perceptions 
of procedural and distributive justice, and leads to greater organiza-
tional commitment” (O’Meara, et al., 2019, p. 747). Moreover, defining 
workload collaboratively with faculty can build in opportunities for 
adjusting expectations over time and meet “changing instructional en-
vironments and institutional expectations” (Griffith & Altinay, 2020, p. 
692) in the future. In many respects, it doesn’t matter how the teacher 
workload benchmarks are defined, as long as ambiguous expectations 
or informal practices are replaced with more clearly delineated and 
transparent policies.

Building on an ethic of care, we recommend three key drivers for 
establishing concrete benchmarks in a technical and scientific commu-
nication program:

2 See Hamlin, 2021, for an interesting conception for a distributed 
teaching workload model for graduate nursing faculty.
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1. The process for establishing benchmarks for workload must be 
transparent. This is an expression of the theme of paying atten-
tion and noticing with empathy others and their circumstances 
(Keeling, 2014). All aspects of workload should be included in the 
benchmarks; as much as possible, we adhere to the principle of 
making invisible work visible and accounted for. 

2. The benchmarks for workload must be concrete and agreed upon 
by the collective. These conversations should explicitly recog-
nize that by agreeing on the benchmarks, administrators accept 
responsibility for acting on any potentially excessive workload 
requirements. 

3. The benchmarks for workload should be dynamic, able to adjust to 
changing institutional contexts. By approaching these benchmarks 
with flexibility and contingency, we are responding effectively to 
what we’ve noticed, as well as acknowledging “the principle of dif-
ferential vulnerability” (Keeling, 2014, p. 142). Changing institution-
al contexts should always be in conversation with individual needs. 

Since many of the teachers in technical and scientific communi-
cation programs are either graduate student teachers or contingent 
faculty, these recommendations give voice to some of the most vulner-
able stakeholders; more importantly, as O’Meara, et al. (2019) argue, 
“departments that make data visible . . . and replace informal processes 
with readily available systematized policies are likely to have more 
satisfied faculty” (p. 747). This leads to a greater sense of community 
and commitment to the program. As we will discuss next, an open and 
transparent process can also serve to target areas for faculty develop-
ment.

Target workload through faculty development
Faculty development is a second key strategy for targeting faculty 
workload and addressing inequities faced, especially, by teachers of 
writing. Faculty development activities, whether they are workshops 
or staff meetings, can offer regular and consistent opportunities to im-
prove the work/life balance for the teachers in our programs. This can 
be done by ensuring that faculty development is a part of a teacher’s 
normal workload and that every faculty development activity targets 
some aspect of workload. Only in this way can program administrators 
consistently help vulnerable faculty navigate workload difficulties in 
their daily life more effectively and more efficiently. As we will describe, 
while faculty development activities could offer specific workload or 
time-saving strategies, the more important goals for faculty develop-
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ment in technical and scientific communication programs is creating a 
collaborative and caring environment and community that promotes 
continuous learning.

Faculty development design should grow out of the local context 
and conditions, in consultation with, especially, contingent faculty 
and graduate student teachers who are expected to participate in 
the activities (see Zemliansky & Berry, 2017). Some time-based topics 
that might be explored as part of a continuous faculty development 
program in a particular program include (adapted from Culpepper, et 
al., 2020, p. 168):
• examining teaching responsibilities and priorities
• developing more efficient teaching practices (i.e., responding to 

student writing, evaluating student writing, preparing for class, 
monitoring discussion boards, responding to email, and so on)

• creating program resources through informal writing groups (De-
Feo, Kilic, Maseda, 2016)

• conducting informal norming sessions (Jones, 2020)
• improving knowledge of actual time-use by individual teachers
• identifying common time saboteurs
• building strategies for changing time-use behavior in the short- 

and long-term

While topics are important, the real key, to us, is faculty develop-
ment design as a community for continuous learning in a particular 
program. O’Meara, et al. (2017) identify three characteristics of con-
tinuous learning for faculty: “First, it is content specific . . . Second, 
scholarly learning emerges from within the individual but is deeply 
affected by interactions within one’s environment . . . Third, scholarly 
learning is personal, best understood from the individual perspective” 
(p. 357). As importantly, they identify the value of a collaborative and 
caring environment and community for building a “strong intellectual 
colleagueship wherein one can learn new skills, try out new ideas 
or strategies, and obtain feedback” (p. 358), and they conclude that 
“faculty members’ perception that they were continuing to learn as 
scholars and teachers and perceived support for their learning to be 
predictive of satisfaction, retention, productivity and career agency” (p. 
371). For these reasons, we argue that faculty development activities 
can nurture the kind of environment that builds on an ethic of care to 
establish a strong learning community. 

Again, as O’Meara, et al. (2017) state, “the research suggests that 
connections with colleagues build social capital and enhance creativity 
. . . , both of which are important to scholarly learning” (p. 358). More 
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importantly, a study by Alexandra Coso Strong, et al. (2019) suggests 
strongly that instructional faculty, including contingent faculty and 
graduate student teachers, have “a preference for models designed 
around community building” (np.). And research by Felder, Brent, and 
Prince (2011) states that faculty development models should encour-
age community building, or should present community building as a 
primary goal.

Finally, effective faculty development must be a part of a teacher’s 
normal workload, an argument that we have made previously. Bench-
marks for workload should include faculty development as an integral 
part of the equation. In other words, contingent faculty and graduate 
student teachers should clearly understand the workload expectations 
as writing teachers in the program and likewise understand the ways 
that faculty development fits into those expectations. This will help 
teachers in a program see clearly that faculty development is not an 
add-on or “extra work” and will, hopefully, convince them of the ben-
efits to participate in the faculty development activities willingly and 
enthusiastically. 

From our perspective, faculty development should place workload 
front and center, including considerations of time-use and time-man-
agement relative to teaching writing in a particular program. Sarah 
Winslow (2010) argues that time is the most important resource for 
faculty, and, we would argue, for contingent faculty and graduate stu-
dent teachers. Long-term and consistent faculty development should, 
therefore, begin “by putting in place concrete strategies for managing 
time and identifying the most common ways time could become sabo-
taged, participants added structure to their time management routine” 
(Culpepper, et al., 2020, p. 175). By prioritizing workload, faculty can 
develop strategies to apply on a daily basis, as well as a way to make 
their long-term practices more efficient (and more effective).

Building on an ethic of care, we recommend three key drivers for 
targeting workload through faculty development in technical and 
scientific communication programs:
1. Faculty development must create a community of learning and 

support. Fostering communities of practice and building time for 
such communities into workload makes that work visible, and en-
courages faculty to value time management as a form of self-care.

2. Faculty development activities must grow from local needs ex-
pressed by faculty. Acknowledging needs, “paying attention,” is a 
key aspect of the ethic of care. 

3. Faculty development activities should focus on TIME. As the litera-
ture on faculty burnout suggests, time, or (perceived) lack thereof, 
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is a constant concern for faculty at all levels, but time-related stress 
is particularly acute for vulnerable populations. Highlighting that 
vulnerability is an important principle.

Part of overall program review and assessment should include the 
“continuous assessment of the faculty development work, through a 
variety of instruments” (Zemliansky & Berry, 2017, p. 315). As we will 
discuss next, reflections are effective tools for giving voice to vulner-
able faculty and are a key driver for success.

Reflect regularly on workload as part of short- and long-term as-
sessment
We believe strongly that students, faculty, and administrators should 
reflect regularly on the issue of workload, and the ways that we might 
take care of ourselves and each other in the context of a program. We 
have long applied the principles of reflection in our own classrooms, 
following the work, especially, of Kathleen Blake Yancey (see 1998, for 
example), but we also feel that faculty reflections are equally impor-
tant in the context of a program, as described most prominently in 
terms of writing-across-the-curriculum programs (Bain, et al., 2002; 
Yancey, 2016; Moon, et al., 2017). In these ways, workload can be 
assessed in triangulation in terms of how it impacts all three groups 
(students, faculty, and administrators) within the context of a technical 
and scientific communication program. For example, on our cam-
pus, we can assess workload in terms of our institutional identity as a 
minority-serving institution whose students are primarily first-genera-
tion and inhabit multiple identities (student, family member, caregiver, 
employee). Like faculty development, faculty reflection should grow 
out of the local context and conditions, in consultation with, especially, 
contingent faculty and graduate student teachers.

For the purposes of this commentary, we define faculty reflection 
as a narrative learning tool for examining pedagogical practices, shar-
ing ideas, assessing the impact of teaching on program development, 
and, most importantly, workload. In this way, faculty reflection offers 
a practical mechanism for continuous program improvement (Becker 
& Renger, 2017). Fundamentally, faculty reflection offers a dynamic, 
layered, and alternate perspective on the typical tools used in program 
assessment since the narrative nature of reflection can provide a cer-
tain depth and complexity to examinations of workload in a program. 
More specifically, a framework developed by Brantley-Dias, Puvirajah, 
& Dias (2020) describes features for reflective practice that emphasize 
“the complementary nature of professional competencies of knowl-
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edge, skills, and disposition, and the interrogation of an incident 
through technical, contextual, and critical reflection as well as reflec-
tion-in, -on, and -for-action” (p. 1). Similarly, Walker and Oldford (2020) 
define elements of reflection as engaging with the “other,” engaging 
with the “context,” and engaging with “our ideas,” such as “the way the 
world is, issues of power and justice, with an implicit understanding 
that the world could be otherwise” (p. 281). Taken together, faculty 
reflection has the ability to provide powerful contributions to program 
development and for improving faculty workload.

Our focus in this commentary is on faculty reflection as part of 
a larger program review and assessment plan. Basgier and Simpson 
(2020) establish a value for teacher reflection in these ways through, 
what they call, “narratives” in a writing program:

Through narrative, we give faculty the opportunity to tell their 
stories as teachers of writing, regardless of discipline, to think 
critically about their experiences, and to reimagine the future 
by envisioning pedagogical changes. When we give merit to 
faculty’s reflective narratives of experience, we allow for con-
ceptual reconstruction, or, in a word, learning. (p. 21)

Following the lead of Brantley-Dias, Puvirajah, & Dias (2020), we 
believe faculty reflection in a program should provide a dual narra-
tive that both describes an experience and examines that experience 
based on the writer’s beliefs and actions. For them, the reflection 
framework is a design that “guides practitioners to choose and prob-
lematize specific events that they deem worthy of detailed analysis to 
generate thoughts and actions that deepen professional knowledge 
and skills” (p. 8). While their goal is to “deepen professional knowledge 
and skills,” the narrative can be easily adapted as a part of program as-
sessment, as well.

For example, a program administrator could provide a reflective 
prompt that focuses teachers in the program on workload implications 
for a particular assignment or its design or an underlying pedagogy or 
responding to and evaluating student writing, and so on. The reflec-
tion could then define this general prompt in the context of a par-
ticular moment in class that semester. This could be either a positive 
or negative experience. The reflection could then conclude with any 
insights or critical impressions gained by the teacher from this experi-
ence and the ways that this experience can help the program improve 
its workload expectations.

Or a program administrator could provide a reflective prompt 
based on one or more of the three broad categories defined by Basgier 
and Simpson (2020): 1) roadblocks that arise from teachers working 
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differently than they are used to or that force them to change their 
ways of thinking; 2) detours that apply new ideas temporarily to old 
problem or habits; 3) journeys that change thinking and “reflect inte-
grative thinking about teaching difficulties” (p. 13). And the attendant 
workload that accompanies each of these categories.

Like faculty development, faculty reflection as part of program 
assessment needs to operate in a learning community that promotes 
collaboration and caring. But, at the same time, even in a caring envi-
ronment, we must acknowledge that reflection, especially one shared 
with a larger community of peers and/or supervisors, has a certain 
element of risk, especially for contingent faculty and graduate student 
teachers describing their workload. Walker and Oldfield (2020) identify 
three thematic areas of risk in reflection: “(a) risk in social acceptability, 
(b) risk in job security and livelihood, and (c) risk to one’s sense of self/
identity” (p. 282). These are all important considerations for contingent 
faculty.

For example, responding honestly to a reflective prompt like those 
offered above would force teachers in a program to examine their own 
teaching practices critically, as well as their assumptions about teach-
ing writing in the program. This could be uncomfortable for many 
since it opens them up to potential scrutiny and criticism from both 
peers and supervisors. This is why creating a learning community is 
so important: a caring environment, “whereby others open up, ask for 
others to reflect back what they see, sense, and hear, would thereby 
strengthen the critical reflection skills of the instructor” (Walker & Old-
ford, 2020, p. 282). The goal for reflection, therefore, is not oversight, 
not top-down, not patriarchal, but instead is as building blocks for a 
learning community that will make the lives of everyone better.

When faculty development and assessment, as a part of, and 
as consideration of, normal workload, are presented within a larger 
learning community, one built on collaboration and caring, contingent 
faculty can feel more secure with this kind of fruitful exchange, “includ-
ing asking difficult questions, recognizing and allowing uncomfortable 
feelings, and as dependent on the environment” (Walker & Oldford, 
2020, p. 282). Critical reflection as a part of program assessment offers 
an impetus for complex thinking about writing pedagogy, and pro-
vides a technical and scientific communication program the potential 
for recognizing “the shape and depth of the conceptual changes that 
may result from faculty members’ learning” (Basgier & Simpson, 2020, 
p. 21). And when done regularly can lead to positive and program-
matic changes that will benefit all stakeholders.

Building on an ethic of care, we recommend three key drivers for 
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reflecting on workload as an integral part of program review and as-
sessment:
1. Faculty reflection must be a normal part of the program review 

and assessment process. Reflection is a way of paying attention 
as well as a way of accepting responsibility to act on what we’ve 
noticed. 

2. Faculty reflection must be a normal part of a program learning 
community. There should be space to address all the different 
forms of work required by teaching writing, and to account for 
individuals’ differing experiences with those forms of work.

3. Faculty reflection must be continuous and iterative. Iterative reflec-
tion allows the program to adjust to feedback, make changes, and 
then assess the effectiveness of those changes.

In this section, we have offered three initial strategies for program 
development in times of crisis to address workload head-on, as well 
as the inevitable overwork that too often arises from uncertainty and 
austerity. We have aligned these strategies with principles for an ethic 
of care, thereby giving voice to vulnerable faculty as a key driver for 
success. Our hope is that these strategies, incorporated in concert, will 
help writing program administrators re-value work, invoke an ethic of 
care, change the program culture by working in new ways, and formal-
ize a work/life balance beneficial for all stakeholders.

Conclusion

These strategies adhere to principles of care we’ve embraced for stu-
dents, faculty, and administrators. Although we cannot alleviate many 
of the stressors that faculty and students alike have faced during the 
pandemic, including financial strain and increased caretaking, we can 
confront their realities in our decision-making process. Administrators 
also feel the additional stress of planning decision-making in a context 
of scarce resources and extreme uncertainty; we must also acknowl-
edge that increased stress in our own lives. Although there is no solu-
tion to eliminate these burdens, our goal is to maintain an orientation 
of care for our most vulnerable populations.

For us, adopting an ethic of care means we focus on what’s under 
our control programmatically, working with faculty to streamline their 
job responsibilities to help them manage stress and maintain bounda-
ries while meeting students’ complex needs. And we can push back 
against unnecessary and traumatizing budget conversations. People’s 
emotions and material conditions matter a lot. Sometimes, doing more 
with less is as simple as actually asking for less.
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