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Abstract: This article is concerned with the implications of casual, non-permanent forms of 
employment that have become a common cultural practice in higher education. It proposes that 
contractual terms of employment have important implications for women and leadership in higher 
education, since to pursue leadership, usually one must first gain permanency in an organization, 
in contractual terms. Based on an autoethnographic study by a female academic in a UK higher 
education institution, the article illustrates that temporary forms of employment, should they be 
protracted, can stifle leadership aspirations due to lack of career progression opportunities and lead 
to a sense of alienation from the target community of practice, and even to personal difficulties, such 
as feelings of isolation and poor self-esteem. The article discusses theoretical and practical 
implications for women’s leadership arising from the findings and makes recommendations for 
improvements in practice in the higher education sector. The findings and recommendations from 
this study will also be relevant to other organizational contexts where casual or temporary, fixed 
term, zero-hours non-permanent forms of employment are common. 

Keywords: autoethnography; higher education; women; leadership; identity; habitus; communities 
of practice 

 

1. Introduction 

This autoethnographic study reflects on the challenges which can be associated with short-term 
or non-permanent contracts of employment that have become an all-too common cultural practice in 
the world of higher education (HE). These contracts, which are often referred to in the UK as 
“sessional” (for a specified number of hours over a specified number of weeks), or “zero-hours” 
(guaranteeing no specific hours work at all) are casual, non-permanent forms of employment, which 
are typically renewable on a termly or yearly basis. Despite being one of the most highly skilled and 
prestigious professions, research suggests that currently more than half (54%) of all academic staff 
and 49% of teaching staff in UK universities are employed on some form of insecure, non-permanent 
contract, 48% of whom are women [1].  

This situation is worse in some of the UK’s highest ranking universities. In fact, up to 70% of 
teaching staff in the UK’s most prestigious “Russell Group” universities are employed in this way 
(see Appendix A) [2]. It is not possible to determine the proportion that are women as  
gender-aggregated data are not publicly available. Contractual terms of employment have important 
implications for women and leadership in HE, since to pursue leadership, usually one must first gain 
permanency in contractual terms. Therefore, temporary forms of employment, should they be 
protracted, can lead to a lack of career progression opportunities and a sense of alienation from the 
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target community of practice, and even to personal difficulties, such as feelings of isolation and poor 
self-esteem [3].  

In striking contrast, there is compelling evidence that “smooth” career progression is what best 
facilitates the path to leadership through a temporal and processual learning process, born of social 
interaction and personal reflection within the context of the workplace [4]. Kempster [4] explores the 
details of this process by drawing on an eclectic mix of social and cognitive theories drawn from the 
fields of sociology and psychology. He focuses particularly on Bandura’s [5] social cognitive learning 
theory and the socially situated theory of Lave and Wenger [6] and Bourdieu’s theory of habitus [7]. 
Mead’s theory of interactionism is also of importance [8]. This theory, later re-labelled “symbolic 
interactionism”, explores in intricate detail the intrapersonal and interpersonal mechanism through 
which situated or “sociocultural” learning takes place, “sociocultural” being a term used by Aubrey 
and Riley [9] (p. 172), to refer to situated learning taking place within any specific context.  

As Lave and Wenger [6] show though their theory of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP), 
learning is synonymous with gradually becoming a member of the workplace; career pathways are 
structured both by observation, modelling [5] and gradual participation in normalized workplace 
activities [6]. Employees’ habitus is also of importance in this process; that is, their “schemes of 
perception, thought and action” [7] (p. 14), which have been naturally absorbed through a person’s 
upbringing and educational experience. An employee’s “familiar world” [7] (p. 18) therefore forms 
their baseline when entering a new workplace; it influences behavior patterns which are under 
constant negotiation and adaptation in line with their developing perspective of the new social space. 
Put simply, perspectives of the social space are subject to change depending on the positioning of the 
employee: “points of view are grasped as such and related to the positions they occupy in the 
structure of agents under consideration” [7] (p. 15). As employees participate from their peripheral 
outposts, gradually moving towards the center of the community of practice, they begin to interact 
with, absorb and embody the prevailing culture at a deeper level, reinforcing and reproducing its 
social structures as they go along [7]. To those who are less fortunate, an alternative construction of 
reality may apply.  

It seems logical therefore that if the required sociocultural affordances are not in place, career 
development opportunities will not naturally occur. This is especially the case in HE institutions due 
to the precarious contractual terms through which many academics are employed. The 
discriminatory legacy of prolonged periods of poor contractual conditions can negatively impact on 
an affected individual’s access to leadership roles. Such a situation can also ultimately lead to a desire 
to dis-identify with the target community of practice, willfully rejecting, in fact, a sociocultural 
infrastructure which is of crucial importance for generating career opportunities.  

This paper explores the lived experience of one female academic at a UK HE institution through 
autoethnography. Autoethnographers, by drawing on ‘the “lived realities” of their own 
organizations’ offer insights into ‘what “really” goes on in organizations’ [10] (pp. 167–168). In this 
way, an insider can articulate her own personal and lived experiences, analyzing them in the light of 
their perceived social and theoretical context both to make greater sense of herself and to add value 
to the theoretical understanding of the social world under investigation [11]. Burnier [12] (p. 414) 
argues that “autoethnographic writing is both personal and scholarly, both evocative and analytical, 
and it is both descriptive and theoretical when it is done well”. This paper will bring to life the 
consequences of losing an expected career trajectory because of repeated, long-term non-permanent 
(sessional) contracts and the gradual process of learning to lead in a context where permanency, 
stability and belonging seem like a distant dream. The paper seeks to contribute to a small but 
growing body of literature on women and leadership in HE by highlighting the implications of poor 
contractual terms of employment. Its secondary aim is to reach out to women and men for whom this 
situation may resonate and help them to make sense of their own lived experience. It is also hoped 
that this will contribute in some way to an awakening of HE decision-makers to the implications of 
current contractual practices.  

The theoretical framework for the paper is drawn from Kempster’s [4] theories of leadership 
learning as situated practice, which is underpinned by Lave and Wenger’s [6] theories of peripheral 
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and legitimate participation in communities of practice and Bourdieu’s [7] theories of habitus, field, 
and symbolic power. The linkages between these theories and how they inform us of leadership 
learning is discussed in the literature review that follows. Next, we expand on the autoethnographic 
approach, before sharing that narration, then we discuss further insights that have arisen through 
sharing this autoethnography with a senior manager of the autoethnographer. This is followed by a 
discussion and conclusions concerning the theoretical and practice implications of the article.  

2. Theoretical Framework 

Kempster’s [4] view of how employees learn to lead is represented in outline form in Figure 1 
above. The following discussion explores in greater detail the three prominent theories (briefly 
outlined previously), that interlink and underpin this model of leadership learning. First, Lave and 
Wenger’s [6] theory of legitimate peripheral participation posits that as newcomers on the periphery 
of a community are encouraged to participate in work-place activities, they undergo an ontological 
transformation; a person gradually develops work identities through a process of “becoming”, 
synonymous with moving to a place of full participation within the community [13] (p. 154). This 
“smooth” transformation can only take place if there is no persistent disconnect between what the 
employee does and how she perceives herself to be located in relation to others within her  
community [3] (p. 273). This means that successful career progression within an organization relies 
on “feelings of belongingness” which promote opportunities for personal success and growth in self-
confidence. Such successful participation increases levels of leadership salience and self-efficacy, 
which are both prerequisites for a successful “sense-making” and “sense-giving” leader [4] (p. 30).  

 

Figure 1. Process of becoming a leader (adapted from Kempster [4]). 

2.1. Learning Through the Workplace Context 

Second, Kempster’s [4] promotion of Bandura’s [5] social learning theory—that employees learn 
through leadership experiences via the modelling process must also be viewed within the context of 
LPP. Lave and Wenger [6] (p. 95) point out that ‘LPP provides [learners] with more than just an 
“observational” lookout post: it crucially involves participation as a way of learning’. Through the 
process of participation, actors observe the behavior of salient others within the social context and 
imitate this behavior as desired and as the opportunity presents itself. This process is promoted 
through the opportunity to observe a variety of notable people, and through having a  
career-structured pathway which enables the enactment of different behavior patterns and the 
receiving of feedback. 
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Third, there is Bourdieu’s [7] (p. 17) notion of habitus as “a structuring structure, which 
organizes practices and the perception of practices”. Although this undoubtedly helps an individual 
to form a sense of self, it may also imply a certain level of situational determinism, which Bandura [5] 
rejects. He believes that “people possess the capacity to manage their own thought processes…people 
can regulate what they think, they can influence how they feel and behave.” [5] (p. 145). His theory 
therefore bears similarities with symbolic interactionism: a person can view her “self” as an object, as 
if through the eyes of others, and make decisions about how to react to others’ actions on the basis of 
the interpretation given to them [14] (p. 79). In this way, the actor has the power to exert cognitive 
control over the process of social learning. She has the freedom to make decisions stemming from her 
modelling practice according to her own self-identity. Such self-identity can be explained as a 
combination of self-concept and social identity [15]; “self-concept” being a “fairly stable picture we 
have of ourselves” [14] (p. 82), and “social identity” referring to the afore-mentioned ability to judge 
our positionality through the eyes of others within a particular social context [14] (p. 82). 

Through this account of learning to lead through the workplace context, it can be intuitively 
understood that if participatory opportunities are perceived as permanently presenting themselves 
only in a haphazard way, leading to a view of role-modelling as a sterile practice, employees 
(typically female on non-permanent contracts) may begin to distrust workplace culture, and forge an 
independent track in order to build their identity in another way. Another possible outcome is that 
of persistence in building an identity which submits, at least publicly, to the norms of the workplace 
culture, until such time as new opportunities open up later in life. Lack of opportunity to become a 
full member of a community of practice due to ongoing short-term contracts must be one of the 
crucial elements in understanding why women do not progress as they might have expected in their 
careers, and are indeed consistently under-represented at HE management and leadership level [16]. 

2.2. Understanding the Workplace Context 

According to Kempster [4], an engagement with “context and social structures” lies at heart of 
career progression practice. Such “structures” are embedded practices of a workplace [4] (p. 189), 
which have been historically set up and are further developed by humans. Bourdieu [7] believes that 
social practice within an organization is often viewed objectively but that it can also be viewed 
subjectively. For example, an updated health and safety rule book can be viewed both as a social 
object, and as a body of work that an administrator, tacitly colluding with the socio-cultural context, 
has produced, thereby choosing to preserve and reinforce current practice; in other words, the habitus 
of the administrator publicly acknowledges that this task is appropriate for her, so she undertakes it 
accordingly. She knows that her ongoing membership of the community of practice relies on 
“ongoing engagement with the dominant traditions” [3] (p. 283). Privately, however, her sense of self 
may tell her that her abilities lie far beyond this particular task, and she may resent carrying this out, 
but her awareness of her social identity precludes any refusal. This accounts for why an employee of 
low social status is less likely to challenge a particular socio-cultural norm than an employee with 
higher social status, who in her turn is more likely to uphold the status quo due to the influence of 
those agents who have invested power in her [17]. An employee who persistently works on a short-
term contract does not give objective voice to her subjective thoughts; complaint may risk non-
renewal of such a contract. In this way, a workplace norm is embodied within the human experience; 
social order is maintained and cultural practice is reproduced. 

2.3. The Role of Reflection 

As has been shown in Section 2.1, identity development requires both tacit and self-conscious 
iterative reflection; everyday social objects may indeed be subconsciously accepted and morphed into 
routines [4,17], or they may lead to more conscious reflective behavior [4]. Bennis and Thomas [18] 
point out that this is more likely to occur when social objects are particularly emotional or novel, such 
as good and bad boss experiences. They term such memories as crucibles, which often lead to a high 
level of intrapersonal reflection and a renewal of self-identity. In such cases, the self is an object to 
“act back on” [14] (p. 93); the thinking process is carried out in a more self-conscious, reflective 



Adm. Sci. 2017, 7, 20 5 of 14 

fashion. Such incidents may even promote periods of reflexivity—the process of deeply reviewing 
and reflecting on one’s own deeply-engrained habitus. In this way, new and existing employees 
interact with the intra- and inter-personal environment to effectively decide on their position [14]. 
This process can prompt an individual to ask questions of themselves such as: Who am I? Why aren’t 
I being who I want to be? How can I be happy in the working world? These uncomfortable and 
unsettling questions ultimately equip an individual with the personal resources that promote a sense 
of self-concept and self-knowledge, self-concordance (the development of goals consistent with the 
self-concept), and person-role merger, which promotes a sense of authenticity [19].  

Women typically are more likely to interrogate the value of an identity as an HE manager or 
leader than men [16]. This may be because HE socio-cultural practice is currently motivated by 
educational capitalism; universities need to become competitive, profit-making institutions with 
leaders who collude with “new managerialist” principles; they need to be competitive, 
entrepreneurialist and aware of their self-image [20]. New managerialist approaches may also 
include the requirement to implement unpopular re-structuring and redundancy policies in the 
interests of efficiency or to monitor their employees more closely. While such new managerial posts 
offered are not gender-specific, Deem [16] concludes that women are more interested in roles which 
seek to improve the student experience and quality of staff/student interaction whereas men are more 
inclined to see their roles as generating income and guaranteeing research excellence. The fact that 
men and women tend to have “gender-differentiated criteria for success and failure” [16] (p. 255) 
rather suggests that women may not even regard it as desirable to operate within a managerial or 
leadership culture which is at variance with their own concept of self.  

3. Materials and Methods 

This paper is based on a qualitative study—an autoethnography written by the first author of 
the paper. Put simply, autoethnography involves insider research into a context in which the 
researcher has “natural access” and is an active participant [10] (p. 174). Autoethnography is 
grounded in postmodern philosophy, and it has gained prominence among researchers in recent 
years. Predominantly, this rise in interest in autoethnography is related to a growing debate about 
reflexivity and voice in social research [21]. As Burnier [12] notes, autoethnography, along with other 
alternative forms of ethnographic research has gained prominence in response to a critique and 
“crisis” of how people, places, and practices come to be “represented” in qualitative research (p. 410). 
Although autoethnography has been criticized for lacking rigor, theoretical and analytical quality 
and for being too aesthetic, emotional, and therapeutic [22,23], Alvesson [10] argues that 
autoethnography (or self-ethnography as he calls it), is an ambitious and legitimate alternative to 
solely or mainly relying on interviews with respondents. It offers researchers a flexible and fluid form 
of academic writing [24] and, importantly, it can be emancipatory, especially for researchers who 
have lesser power and/or are a minority group in their field or practice context [21]. It has proved 
fruitful in contributing to organizational research [25], including university settings [26]. 

Autoethnography can take many forms; most relevant to this study is analytic autoethnography, 
which is comprised of three features, according to Anderson [11]. The researcher is (1) a full member 
in the research group or setting, (2) visible as such a member in published texts, and (3) committed 
to developing theoretical understandings of broader social phenomena. This autoethnography meets 
that criteria since it is written in the form of a personal narrative by the first author of this article, and 
it seeks to make both theoretical and practical contributions. In line with more general guidelines for 
authoethnography, this article attempts to present a highly personalized [21], evocative, engaging 
piece of writing that uses both the conventions of storytelling such as character, scene, and plot 
development [27], as well as reflections that produce new perspectives [28,29]. The narrative also 
aims to capture and provide “thick descriptions” of the cultural context [30] (p. 10) and make links to 
existing literature [31,32]. 

Ellis et al. [33] provide a detailed account of autoethnography; we draw on this to describe in 
more detail the methods and materials in our study. In keeping with most autoethnography research 
our method combines the characteristics of autobiography and ethnography. The autobiographical 
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element involved retroactively and selectively writing about past experiences. A biographical 
timeline was produced as an aide memoir, following an approach used by Kempster [4]. The time 
line was populated with significant experiences and notable people. The researcher reflected on this 
time line to help focus her writing on epiphanies or significant experiences that she perceived to have 
impacted significantly on her trajectory and life [28,34,35]. This process enabled her to produce 
detailed written material about aspects of her personal and work life, explored through the normally 
private prism of accompanying thoughts and emotions. The ethnographic element involved the 
study of cultural and relational practices, common values and beliefs, and shared experiences for the 
purpose of helping insiders (cultural members) and outsiders (or cultural strangers) gain an 
understanding of that culture [36]. Precisely because the researcher was, and remains, an active 
participant in the study context, she was able to concentrate on her own past and present experience [37] 
to describe the cultural setting and use her experience and knowledge for research purposes [10]. In 
consequence, the material for this study came from the researcher drawing on autobiography and 
ethnography, retrospectively and selectively, to write about epiphanies related to culture and the 
particular culture and cultural identity of the institutional setting [33]. The method was iterative, and 
involved moving back and forth between reflection, writing, and the research literature. The method, 
therefore, involved much more than just story-telling, as Ellis et al. [33] explains: 

Autoethnographers must not only use their methodological tools and research literature to 
analyze experience, but also must consider ways others may experience similar epiphanies; 
they must use personal experience to illustrate facets of cultural experience, and, in so 
doing, make characteristics of a culture familiar for insiders and outsiders [online]. 

3.1. Ethics 

It is of note that autoethnographic writing raises unusual ethical considerations [38]. The study 
upon which this paper is based received full ethical approval of the HE institution. From the onset, 
following guidelines for autoethnographers [38], both authors of this paper considered and followed 
ethical guidance, paying particular attention to the vulnerability of the researcher writing the 
autoethnography and other people who may be implicated through association with the 
autoethnographer, her department and/or the HE institution, which could result in researcher self-
harm. In addition, because most autoethnographers focus on themselves primarily, this may give the 
impression that conventional ethical issues concerning human participants are not relevant. 
However, we were mindful of Chang’s [39] (p. 68) argument that this assumption is incorrect:  

Whichever format you may take, you still need to keep in mind that other people are always 
present in self-narratives, either as active participants in the story or as associates in  
the background. 

Even though no other individuals are named in this article, we acknowledge that individuals in 
the HE institution could be implicated, even though the article is referring predominantly to historical 
events in the past, and changes in staffing, organizational practices and culture have occurred since 
that time. Nevertheless, we have worked on the assumption that those people could read the paper [40]; 
therefore, care has been taken not publish anything we would not show to people referred to in the 
text [41]. In addition, “process consent” [42] (p. 23) was sought from a senior manager within the 
department in which the first researcher (the autoethnographer) is located, and that person has read 
and agreed to the publication of this article.  

4. The Autoethnography 

4.1. Introduction 

I now realize that my working life between 1996 and 2005 involved the same increasing sense of 
disconnect with my community of practice as has been outlined in Section 2.1 above. My ongoing 
poor contractual terms, over a time period of nine years, resulted in a feeling that I did not belong; as 
a result, my participation never felt as if it was important. I was not a member, I did not undergo any 
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desirable ontological transformation, nor was I able to absorb and truly identify with the prevailing 
socio-cultural context. As Linehan and McCarthy [43] warn, an employee who finds that the access 
route to a community of practice is blocked often find another way to re-invent their identities; 
indeed, through my reading of Hodges [3], I have become aware that this was exactly what I did. 
Since 1996, I have become “a person [who]…reject[ed] the identity connected with the practice and 
yet…reconstruct[ed] an identification within the context of conflict and exclusion” [3] (p. 273). 

In order to explore this notion of dis-identification and reconstruction, my personal story will be 
uncovered as it relates to salient literature in the field. I will own this process by re-examining past 
events from varying perspectives, learning more about a particularly challenging period in my 
practice and continuing to work on resolutions. These biographical snatches will be reflexive; I will 
query my own personal beliefs and values as a teacher and note how these have affected and been 
affected by their surrounding context [44]. In this way, I can explore my own educational leadership 
and management journey and use reflective practice to “explain, justify and make sense of [… myself] 
in relation to others, and to the world at large” [44] (p. 311). 

4.2. Habitus 

It seems clear to me that I am comfortable with my habitus, that is, the self-identity built during 
my years of primary and secondary socialization. Role models within my community of practice were 
important to me; my parents clearly both valued education and they were both totally 
undiscriminating towards their children in terms of gender and educational aspirations; the school 
staff at my girls’ school were overwhelmingly female with high ambitions for their pupils. I used to 
adore French and hero-worshipped my French teacher. It was during these years that my conviction 
grew that I would be a French teacher too. I never doubted that I would go to university to study 
French and then have a fulfilling and “important” job as an academic or a teacher. I was determined 
to speak French as much as possible, so I used to organize pen-friend exchanges for myself in the 
holidays, and undertook a variety of voluntary work in France, Germany and Italy in order to speak 
those languages that I enjoyed studying. I now realize that I was finding ways to legitimately and 
peripherally participate in new “life-worlds” in order to improve my languages, using them as a 
device to trial and develop new social identities. After my first degree, I set out on my personal 
journey to make sense of the world through my self-identity as a languages teacher or academic, 
“within the structural constraints of my own internalized reality” [7] (p. 18). After further studies and 
much deliberation, I decided to become a modern languages teacher and gained my first job in a local 
secondary school. 

4.3. Dis-Identification with the Identity Connected with the Practice 1996–2005 

Pupil resistance to secondary school language learning through, presumably, an oppositional 
stance to it learned through their primary socialization [45], and a lack of effective disciplinary 
support measures within the school resulted in a new lifestyle choice. I chose a teaching path that 
would be less stressful and allow me to juggle motherhood with a new career identity. I moved into 
teaching modern foreign languages part-time within the adult education sector, and then in the mid-
1990s, when the marketization of higher education had begun to take hold, increasing competition 
for student fees led to a new climate of organizational change within universities [46]. I gained a 
further Master’s degree in Teaching English while being employed as an hourly-paid, sessional tutor 
on an English for Academic Purposes (EAP) program at an HE institution within in the UK. While I 
was delighted with this new teaching context because of the new experiential opportunities and 
personal flexibility it afforded, I gradually found that such a temporary and part-time contractual 
status seemed to consign me to the periphery of the community.  

Over these years, the full-time permanent staff became the “master practitioners” of the  
program [6] (p. 111). Through their various committees and management meetings, to which, as a 
temporary employee, I was never invited, my perception grew that they were privileged to 
knowledge-making which set me apart, and they took the program forward, establishing their own 
identities as central. Condemned to my identity as a perpetual peripheral member of the community, 
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I felt vulnerable with no permanent work contract, taking on new project opportunities that I 
imagined I had only obtained because others had not found them appealing, teetering between an 
attitude of “submissive imitation” [6] (p. 116), and naïve acceptance, hoping that my hard work 
would eventually encourage ever closer involvement with the community of practice. However, I 
always felt that as a part-time, temporary teacher, I was considered too light-weight to be taken 
seriously. Over the next nine years, the increasingly corporate culture began to infiltrate my 
professional identity, which was gradually eroded. I felt infantilized; meetings seemed to be a 
sounding-board for those in power; I felt that my contributions were worthless, embarrassing and 
wrong; I felt paralyzed to act according to my own professional judgement. When I read Gabriel’s 
[47] account of how contemporary corporate and marketized organizations can exert insidious 
emotional control over their staff, I was stunned to realize that this represented an exact account of 
what I had lived through.  

Even if an individual has nothing to confess, the transformation of the workplace into a 
confessional, with the implicit acceptance that there are right and wrong attitudes, 
appropriate and inappropriate behaviors, measurable performances, etc., and that the 
individual must continuously monitor him/herself against such standards, created pliable, 
self-policing, self-disciplining individuals, who lack the words (or discursive resources) to 
oppose or shake off the invasive tyranny of power/knowledge [47] (p. 187). 

Such controls did not just lower my sense of self-esteem, but they eroded my very sense of self, 
together with my other personal identities. My cultural life at my place at work excluded me from its 
heritage—symbols of inclusion passed me by [6]; for example, I was overlooked in the distribution 
of circulars advertising future conferences, I was ineligible for annual performance reviews, I was not 
considered to be at a high enough grade for a personal business card, nor was I entitled to an 
individual post tray in the staff room.  

I remember that I often used to think when I came home from work: “how can I possibly be a 
responsible wife and mother when I am obviously such an incapable and hopeless individual?”. On 
one occasion, which turned out to be a crucible moment in my decision to leave, I remember that a 
manager had asked me to help to clear out a book cupboard, and I just managed to stop myself from 
asking the banal question “how would you like me to clear the books off the shelf?” 

Needless to say, I felt excluded from this community of practice, but I desperately wanted to 
belong. This process of marginalization finally resulted in a dis-identification with this community 
of practitioners; I became increasingly resentful and hostile as two unsuccessful applications for a 
full-time post at my HE institution came and went. I took this as a sign. I made the decision to leave 
the program, and indeed the institution, to take up a job abroad. If I needed any further confirmation 
that I was not considered part of the community of practice, the last one finally came when there was 
no customary “leaving party”, presumably because I did not have a “proper” post to leave behind! 
My new post involved teaching, setting up courses, developing in-service training sessions and 
supporting and observing teachers. After one year, my self-esteem finally re-surfacing, I returned 
home to the UK, keen to find a new working context which better suited my new, more comfortable 
concept of self. 

With hindsight, I am now able to contemplate these difficulties and try to make further sense of 
them. According to Bourdieu and Wacquant [48], the EAP Program had been a social field, where 
participants struggled either to ensure that their position in the field remained exclusive, or 
alternatively as an outsider, to develop an acceptable position within it. The prevailing doxa, that is 
the unwritten rules of the field, had been developed by a hegemony; their chosen social structures 
becoming “instruments of domination” [48] (p. 14). Full-time workers had economic capital due to 
their permanent posts, cultural capital in that they were privy to the inner workings of the program, 
and social capital, as their positions enabled the development of self-serving relationships, leading to 
ever more influential positions as they rose up through the ranks. As a result, they had high symbolic 
capital, which they were able to maintain through their hegemonic practice. As a constantly 
temporarily-working “mother”, I felt that I had low economic capital in terms of my low earnings 
and inexistent terms and conditions, little cultural capital (being excluded from day-to-day 
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organizational practices), low social capital as I had few legitimate participatory opportunities at the 
heart of the hierarchy, and probable low symbolic capital as a woman [16]. In short, the “academic 
staff” (as they were termed) seemed to enjoy much higher symbolic capital than myself, who was in 
fact in contrast constantly referred to as a “sessional”. This “symbolic violence” [7] (p. 21) was 
exercised over me, due to my vulnerability within the field, and I succumbed to this for years, 
accepting my position (albeit unwillingly), through a need to earn money and an inability to change 
the cultural context. My self-identity was clearly too strong to accept the social identity that my 
colleagues were positing for me; it was at variance with my self-concept, and I had to take action. 
“Resistance through physical distance” became my solution [47] (p. 192). As Spitzer [49] (p. 16) points 
out, “a fixed mindset”, (which, on reflection, I had unwittingly acquired through my habitus) “tends 
to be self-evaluative: I’m smart or dumb, creative or unimaginative, a success or a failure”. My earlier 
academic success had taught me that I was special, that I deserved to succeed, and somehow this 
painful experience had re-defined me as a failure. 

While simultaneously criticizing myself for my “fixed” mindset, rather than viewing such 
challenges as opportunities for growth [50], my self-destructive experience with trying to move in a 
centripetal direction accords with other research into the role of women as leaders in HE. Morley [51] 
(p. 119) shows how many women ultimately view leadership in terms of a “loss”, and Kempster’s [4] 
research shows how women’s domestic identities prejudice their opportunities for career challenge, 
leading to a lack of confidence. Kempster [4] (p. 153) notes in his research: “Only the women made 
explicit the connection of the role of confidence and the activities to maintain confidence. This does 
not mean that men were never unconfident—simply that they did not emphasize or highlight this 
issue” [4] (p. 153). Might this be because men’s typical career trajectories do not tend to challenge a 
fixed mindset, whereas women’s do? Is it likely that some women are not supported in breaking 
through their fixed mindset, never learning that “failure […] doesn’t define you. It’s a problem to be 
faced, dealt with, and learned from”? [50] (p. 33).  

4.4. Reconstructing an Identity within the Context of Conflict and Exclusion (Post-2005) 

On returning home, I was again offered hourly-paid work at the same institution, within a 
different EAP Program. The program I had left represented a need for conformity, requiring a 
consistent approach to course design and delivery in order to ensure the students attending all 
received an equal opportunity in the high stakes assessment required for them to progress to their 
chosen degree programs. Now appointed to a different program, which was still being established 
and not such high stakes for the students, there was more flexibility in course design and delivery, 
and indeed specificity at course level was encouraged. In these early years, all the staff were hourly 
paid, the socio-cultural context was welcoming, relaxed but hard-working—we jointly had 
opportunities to set up new courses, manage them and develop materials. In this way, power was 
equally distributed between us, despite our poor contractual conditions. I was struck by the respect 
we had for each other, conducting our own meetings without “game playing, politicking […] clashing 
of antlers, proliferation and waffling” (Female HoD, cited in Deem [16] (p. 251)). 

In 2010, our language center became subject to new HR regulations, and all those who had been 
working for more than three years on a sessional, temporary contract were offered permanent posts 
with full rights. I was offered a permanent part-time contract with certain middle-management 
responsibilities. I had “arrived” at the age of 55! Being finally content at work, I made a conscious 
decision to not aspire to any higher management positions; I rejected more senior positions as a career 
possibility, partly to avoid further loss of self-esteem should I be unsuccessful, and partly because I 
needed at all costs to create space for myself to prioritize my own values [52]. I have now realized it 
was my perceived lack of membership of the community which had alienated me, and that this had 
been due to prevailing HE cultural practice rather than to individual behavior choices; the notion of 
leadership as an inclusive “sense-making” process Kempster, [4] (p. 30) only prevails when 
community participants all truly belong. I have learned to be content with being a full member of my 
current community of practice. I now view leadership in terms of “loss”; that is, “loss of 
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independence, research time, health and well-being” [51] (p. 119), and as “a normative fantasy about 
what constitutes success” [51] (p. 125). 

4.5. Working on Resolutions 

In preparing this material for publication, I felt troubled by the fact that it was certainly not my 
intention to secretively expose the management practices of any particular persons. I currently owe 
a great deal to my place of work in terms of self-fulfillment: I feel passionate about my current role; I 
am a full member of my current community of practice. I also have the freedom to engage in 
scholarship to the extent that it improves and develops our current courses. My intention, in fact, is 
to give voice to a phenomenon that is, for understandable reasons, rarely discussed. Not wanting to 
appear deceitful, I therefore took the seemingly reckless step of revealing the years of private turmoil 
that I had lived through to a senior manager who had been present throughout those years in my 
workplace. After sharing a copy of the paper with them, I arranged for us to meet face to face; the 
resulting discussion astonished me. With full permission and encouragement, I now present their 
perspective on my story. I have chosen to use the plural “they” to refer to the senior manager in order 
to protect anonymity. 

The years between 1996 and 2005 had made seminal contribution to the gradually emerging 
identity of the field of EAP within the HE sector. From a management perspective, raising the EAP 
profile within the institution to secure understanding of the value of the work for international 
students and the resource to develop and expand its programs had been difficult and protracted. 
During this period of growth and development, new staff were employed on temporary contracts. 
The senior manager had always ensured that my contract was re-issued annually without any breaks 
between contracts in order to mitigate the disadvantages associated with variable working hours and 
lack of permanent status. Furthermore, significant experiences discussed herein were viewed from a 
strikingly different perspective to mine. It transpires that I had always been viewed as a permanent, 
valued member of staff within my department, even though my contract had been renewable and 
my working hours had varied from term to term. I was told that I had not been offered a traditional 
leaving party at the start of my year of my absence because the senior manager had taken the view 
that I was happily taking a year out to enjoy an overseas opportunity and was expected to be 
returning to my job! She had no memory of the lack of participation in the symbols of inclusion 
mentioned previously, simply asking why I had not been to discuss my concerns with them at the 
time. My reply that I had felt too vulnerable in my position seemed to amaze them; they felt we had 
had a good working relationship and that I could easily have approached them. They had never 
considered me as “temporary”—sessional staff members were relied on to enable the department to 
grow and were important for developing the business to a point where permanent contracts could 
be offered more widely. They explained that I had not been invited to certain decision-making 
meetings and committees as I did not manage staff or other departmental resources, and this was 
viewed as a simple fact of university life—not everyone can attend higher-level meetings. Moreover, 
they pointed out that at such meetings consensus is rare, as individuals do not necessarily agree on 
management decisions; not everyone’s view can be acted upon, and compromises have to be made. 
They pointed out that other staff in a similar position to me at that time had appeared less daunted 
by this situation and had pushed through with their onwards career trajectory, a point which was in 
fact true.  

These differing accounts of the same event reveal the pertinence of Bourdieu’s statement, 
previously discussed, but worth repeating to allow for further consideration: “points of view are 
grasped as such and related to the positions they occupy in the structure of agents under 
consideration” [7] (p. 15). The senior manager’s perspective and my own view of the socio-cultural 
context were colored by our own positions in the structure within which we operated; through our 
unfortunate lack of discussion, neither of us was in fact party to the fuller picture, and both of us had 
objectified our own view of the world as we saw it. We jointly realized that we could draw thoughtful 
conclusions from our stories which may be pertinent for both employees and their managers/leaders 
in HE. 
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5. Findings  

This autoethnographic study set out to reflect on the challenges of short term or non-permanent 
contracts of employment in HE. Although the findings are based solely on the experience of one 
woman, we propose, from a theoretical perspective, that the findings tentatively extend Kempster’s [4] 
own research results. Kempster [4,53] has shown that the salience of a leadership identity and its 
accompanying self-efficacy typically increase through privileged access to notable people and 
opportunities to practice leadership within communities of practice. The findings of this paper 
confirm what Kempster [53] has speculated—the salience of leadership diminishes in environments 
that fail to provide pathways for participation in leadership.  

Further, the findings exemplify that participation-in-practice is associated with “becoming” part 
of a social world [6]. Through the use of autoethnography, this article highlights that employees who 
would like permanent status but are employed on temporary contracts may feel disconnected from 
their community of practice [6], to the extent that an employee can become vulnerable and 
marginalized. As a result, their subjective, emotional reaction may preclude a measured 
consideration of the social structures of the workplace; their objective view of the workplace may 
gradually harden over the years, particularly if their mindset is fixed [50], a notion explored in this 
paper. Limited opportunities for participation can therefore cause an individual to dis-identify with 
the community of practice and over time they may adopt a workplace habitus which secretly resents 
the prevailing social culture. Such experiences can stifle an individual’s aspirations to become a 
leader and their self-efficacy beliefs, resulting in the rejection of a leader identity and/or  
leadership positions.  

6. Conclusions 

It is to be hoped that the theoretical insights and reflexive approach afforded by this 
autoethnography and its final discussion will help both temporary employees and their managers to 
better understand how the context of their workplace can seem to disadvantage a temporary worker, 
whose workplace behavior may belie their inner concept of self. It is important to acknowledge that 
men, not just women, may reject managerialist values, and indeed there are many women in 
leadership who may even espouse them. For myself, I have discovered the truth of Wall’s belief [21], 
previously highlighted in section 3.0, that an autoethnographic approach can be emancipatory; lifting 
the lid on this rather frustrating period of my life has been a therapeutic process; both my own 
research and subsequent frank discussions have finally laid to rest a cycle of lack of confidence and 
low self-esteem.  

Since this study is based on one woman’s experience, we recognize its limitations and we hope 
this paper will inspire others in similar situations to analyze and tell their stories, individually or 
though collaborative autoethnography, both to search for personal resolutions and to help to 
influence future directions of HE working practices, which should be more forward-looking, creative, 
less wasteful of potential talent and more representative of the diverse nature of a changing society. 

7. Recommendations 

We propose practical recommendations based on the findings of this study: 
Firstly, the level of vulnerability that I had felt over the years had for me precluded frank 

discussion, but the senior manager had not in fact regarded my position as vulnerable at all; in her 
mind, there was no doubt that I would be re-employed year on year. Managers should not therefore 
underestimate the “otherness” feelings that can be created by temporary contract working; such 
employees may not give voice to their feelings, either because they sense that no-one is really 
interested, or because expressing an adverse opinion may risk their job.  

Second, HE organizations, which aim to be vibrant, forward-looking centers of learning, striving 
for positive change in the world, should carefully consider their current workplace culture, policies 
and practices; managers should be aware of the symbols of inclusion, however apparently small, that 
may serve to mark out temporary employees as different [6]. With this in mind, temporary employees 
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should be included in performance development reviews despite their low symbolic status; they 
should be encouraged to routinely and confidentially discuss their career aspirations as do 
permanent staff; they should be able to give feedback on the performance of their line manager; 
someone should take responsibility for ensuring that they are always updated with relevant 
information and included in the variety of opportunities open to permanent staff. In addition, there 
should be a budget for paying temporary staff to allow them to attend in-service training sessions 
without the assumption that they will give their own unpaid time for the privilege of joining in. 
Socialization into the community of practice [6] could also be facilitated by mentoring or sponsorship 
schemes, particularly in terms of encouraging women to consider crossing the divide into senior 
managerial roles which, as discussed in Section 2.3, they may not otherwise instantly find appealing. 

Third, further consideration should be given to the fact that working women who may be 
juggling family and work life have a valuable role to play in the HE sector, and that some may lack 
confidence after a career break [4]. In consequence, return-to-work support structures should be more 
widely available, and job shares at a higher level of responsibility should be more positively 
encouraged, as should the distribution of permanent part-time contracts.  

Author Contributions: Karen Jones and Anne Vicary conceived and designed the study; Anne Vicary performed 
the autoethnography; Karen Jones devised the methods and materials section; Anne Vicary and Karen Jones 
wrote the remainder of the paper. 
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Appendix A 

Russell Group universities consist of 24 research-intensive, world-class universities based in the 
UK. These universities are “committed to maintaining the very best research, an outstanding teaching 
and learning experience and unrivalled links with business and the public sector.”[54]. 
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