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Since the World Health Organization declared a pandemic in
March of 2020, institutions of higher education have shed a net
total of at least 570,000 workers, according to preliminary,
seasonally adjusted figures from the U.S. Labor Department. Put
another way, for every nine workers employed in academe in
February 2020, at least one had lost or left that job a year later.

Mirroring trends in the larger economy, certain workers in higher
education have endured a disproportionate share of the losses.
Workers with limited labor protections, like those providing
administrative support or working in food service, were particularly
hard hit. So were employees of color, who saw outsized losses
relative to their share of the overall work force. Job losses were
worst in the early months of the pandemic, when higher ed shed
hundreds of thousands of jobs in a relatively short period. Despite
a significant increase in recent months, the net loss in jobs
remains so large that it’s erased more than a decade of job gains
for the sector, with higher ed’s work force now matching its size in
February 2008.

And furloughs, layoffs, and contract nonrenewals continue to make
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the careers of adjuncts and contingent faculty as perilous as ever.
Adjunct faculty experienced the greatest decrease in size, with a
nearly 5-percent reduction in work force since last year, according
to the College and University Professional Association for Human
Resources. Even the stability that’s traditionally associated with
tenure-track and tenured jobs has been waning.

Here’s what we know about the jobs higher education has lost
since last year:

A version of this article appeared in the April 30, 2021, issue.

We welcome your thoughts and questions about this article.
Please email the editors or submit a letter for publication.
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