


The World Has Changed.  
We Are Changing in Response.

When we started Flaherty Media in 2012, I knew nothing about 
the business of magazines. My professional life had been devoted 
to education in some way, from my first teaching job at an alter-
native school to my last years as a Writing Center Director at a 
private Liberal Arts college. 

For eight years, I worked at a public university and a private 
college simultaneously—only switching out which institution 
I belonged to “full-time” and which I belonged to part-time. 
While I would have loved to devote myself to one alone, neither 
paid me enough as a full-time employee that I could afford to 
quit my additional jobs. As a divorced mother of a young child, 
I couldn’t take care of my small household of two with only one 
salary, though we certainly didn’t live in luxury. 

The blessing inside this overworked, underpaid position is that 
I was part of both faculties for a long time—which was time to 
network and time to learn. I learned which conversations stayed 
the same from campus to campus, and which ones varied. I learned 
how power structures, hierarchies, and priorities emerge in conver-
sations at both types of institutions. 

At the private college, we had every faculty member on the 
campus together at once, which was wonderful at first. It was also 
eye-opening. I’d always assumed the faculty members had more of 
a say in their own leadership than they actually had, at least in this 
situation. Because I was never solidly on the “inside” as a tenured 
faculty member, my position was unique. I was as involved as I 
could be—to prove my worth—but I was often little more than 
an observer, because I had no power. 

A few years into both jobs, the private college convinced me to 
make it my full-time home, working out ways to guarantee me 
extra classes for Interim and summer semesters so that I could 
maintain the 37k I needed to squeeze from my full-time job. Of 
course, I also needed it written into my contract that I was allowed 
to keep teaching three adjunct classes at the public university each 
semester; otherwise, I couldn’t have paid my bills. 

I didn’t reflect on the absurdity of having to work so hard to 
keep additional jobs just to support myself and one child; I was too 
busy finding ways to do it. Instead, I focused on being proud I’d 
earned a Writing Center directorship. I was also relieved, knowing 
my daughter’s college education would be covered.

Five years later, the year my daughter was graduating high 
school, that college faced a financial crisis and made some 
unpopular, but necessary, decisions. Money had been mishandled 
at some level. Mistakes were made, but honest ones…something 
along those lines. The college was in trouble, and sacrifices would 
be the necessary result. 

Ultimately, those sacrifices were made by people who had no 
hand in creating the financial problem. Leadership was punished 
with a severance package of several million dollars, whereas 
dozens of full-time faculty and staff lost their jobs. Long-time 
staff members were told the news and escorted immediately to 
their cars by campus police, because the college feared what they 
might do. Faculty were afforded the dignity of cleaning out their 
offices and completing their contracts. However, when my old 
office was left open and empty, I checked the computer I’d used 
to make sure my personal documents were still erased. And, nope, 
they had restored everything I’d deleted, assuming I must have 
erased something that belonged to the college.

The chair “found” me in that office. As I was trying to tell him 
the problem, he interrupted me to tell me I didn’t have a right 
to be there. He told me I needed to vacate the office and use one 
of the student labs if I needed a computer. So, I left some of my 
personal documents on that unlocked computer in an empty office 
with an open door, including two docs with my social security 
number. Ten minutes later, I went into a classroom and did my job. 

And that was nearly a decade ago—before the world had gone 
mad. That’s when I saw how little power even tenured faculty 
had. They whispered words of sympathy in hallways, saying how 
this turn-of-events was unfair and upsetting. Those sympathetic 
whispers never amounted to much, because they were afraid of 
losing their jobs. Also, they had lost some benefits and pay as well; 
understandably, their focus was on their own loss. 

The blessing inside this burden is that it served as an impetus for 
a new career, one with more financial security and control over my 
own future. What I have missed—and something I did get from 
teaching—is a sense of purpose. But now I have that too. A few 
twists of fate offered a platform I never would have been given. 
This position gave me a platform to speak from. And I will use it.
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'Tis the business of little 
minds to shrink; but he 
whose heart is firm, and 
whose conscience approves 
his conduct, will pursue his 
principles unto death. 

— T H O M A S  P A I N E

An Apology and A Promise
Because I was unfamiliar with magazine publishing in 2012, I 
looked up ethical guidelines for publishers of B2B magazines. 
Rhetoric is what I love and what I know, so exploring the language 
of magazine publishing was fascinating (and scary, as our livelihood 
depended on the success of this venture). 

Like any corporate venture, publishing had its loftiest principles 
and ideals to aspire to, along with lowly cash-grabbing machinations 
being worked by dishonest publishers.

Since ours was a family business and a company named after my 
maternal grandmother, I wanted to ensure this company—Flaherty 
Media—had standards and ethical guidelines that were clear. As I 
learned more about the relentless push-pull nature of advertorial and 
editorial, adhering to the loftiest principles sometimes grew tricky.

I looked for ways to give advertisers what they wanted without 
compromising our principles on our editorial, even though the 
“business” of magazine publishing was about getting dollars from 
advertisers…period.  

Coming from a career in academia, I’d run up against this problem 
many times before, of course: maintaining principles while bringing 
in money. Something always has to give; true “business people” never 
want it to be the money. If the bottom line is what matters, answers 
stay simple. You go for money over principle—every time.

Ironically, my inexperience (and naïve approach to ethical adver-
tising) helped secure our company’s financial future, as we have 
continued to thrive, while other companies have weakened or folded. 
I wasn’t surprised, because they had no backbone, no morals, and no 

heart. I believed we deserved success because we worked hard and 
focused on doing the right thing. Some people, in business and the 
business of academia, will see that mindset as laughably outdated. 
But it works for me—so I’m going to keep doing it.

In my editorial choices over the years, though, I never considered 
that stories shared by colleges and universities would need to be 
vetted. Not once did I imagine someone would recommend a 
professor for our spotlight who doesn’t have the academic background 
they claimed to have. I couldn’t have foreseen that representatives 
of a university would send press releases about buildings that don’t 
exist or share stories filled with quotes from scholars and experts who 
also don’t exist. Who could have imagined such things? However, 
now I know to check. And I will be vigilant.

Share Your Thoughts
If you are a leader at a private college or university, we invite you to 
share your thoughts on any pressing issues we all face with colleagues 
at other institutions of higher learning. Contact the Editor-in-Chief 
at rachel@pupnmag.com to be connected with one of our writers.

Rachel James Clevenger, M.Ed., PhD
Editor-in-Chief, PUPN MAG

Rachel
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Considerations for Higher 
Education Leadership in  
a Post-Pandemic World

What We Honor
•	 Determine if your university or college is still functioning in 

alignment with your institution’s stated goals and values. 

•	 If not, why not? 

•	 What are the remedies? 

What We Protect
•	 Consider the ramifications of an indefinite, possibly 

long-term shift to remote learning. 

•	 How do we maintain the culture of our institution and its 
values during remote learning? 

•	 How will this shift impact our pedagogy, the reading 
materials we select for class, the projects we assign?

•	 How will this shift impact our students’ learning experiences 
as well as their expectations?

•	 How will questions of access and reliability be addressed?

Who We Are
•	 Take clear stands. This is not the time for ambiguity, or 

playing the middle. 

•	 Does your institution support social (or socio-political) 
movements? Which ones? 	Is the support clearly articulated, 
or are there representatives from different offices offering 
conflicting messages about the university’s stance?

•	 Does your institution serve as an advocate for amplifying 
marginalized voices? 

•	 Are you working toward systemic change within the 
university, committed to diversity, or are you paying lip 
service to an idea? 

•	 Are you addressing challenges for graduate programs, specifi-
cally, during the shift to remote learning? 

•	 For MAs and PhD students, what is lost when discus-
sion-based seminars are shifted to web-based technologies?

Why We Exist
•	 Pay attention to the online degrees being awarded every year, 

especially the advanced degrees that are supposedly being 
“earned” from reputable institutions. 

•	 Are their admission standards changing? Are students 
at a disadvantage as a result? Are the programs lowering 
standards in order to generate profit? 

•	 What are the ethical considerations for promoting doctoral 
training for promising students, in light of the bleak realities 
of the academic job market?

How We Grow
These last questions are the hardest, and they are ones you 
must first ask yourself: as an individual, as a member of your 
immediate family, as a member of your college community, as 
a member of your larger community, as a citizen of your state, 
and as a resident of this nation. 

If something is amiss within your academic community, you 
must ask yourself what lengths you are willing to go to, as you 
try to address the problems.

What Are You Willing To Ignore?
•	 What are you willing to potentially sacrifice?

•	 Are you as committed to your principles as you encourage 
students of your classrooms and institutions to be?

•	 Are you forwarding your institution’s stated values and 
principles in words and deed?

•	 Are you representing the ideals of higher education?


