
EVENT TITLE: Change of Plans: The Pleasure & Pain of Walking Away from
Academia

Event Description: Did you think you’d �nish graduate school and then score a great
gig at an institution of higher learning? But now you're tired of the hustle? For many of
us, the dream is over as jobs in humanities departments dwindle. So what are the
options? Join this diverse panel of professionals who have let go of academic
aspirations—some happily, some not so much —and who have found new ways to work
while still maintaining their identities as writers.

EVENT CATEGORY: Artistic & Professional Development

Event Organizer & Moderator
Sonia Green�eld (she/they): Sonia Green�eld is the author of three collections of
poetry, Letdown, Boy with a Halo at the Farmer's Market and American Parable. Her
forthcoming chapbook, Helen of Troy is High AF, will be out in January 2023. She lives
in Minneapolis where she adjuncts at Normandale College, edits the Rise Up Review,
and advocates for both neurodiversity and the decentering of the cis/het white
hegemony.

Event Participants
Pamela Hart (she/her): Pamela Hart is writer in residence at the Katonah Museum of
Art where she teaches and manages arts-in-educations programs in schools and
correctional facilities.  Her book, Mothers Over Nangarhar, winner of the Kathryn A
Morton prize, was published in 2019 by Sarabande Books. She received a fellowship
from the National Endowment for the Arts. She has served as poetry editor for the
Afghan Women’s Writing Project, Afghan Voices and As You Were: The Military Review.

Sarah Kersey (she/her): Sarah Kersey is a poet and x-ray technologist from New Jersey.
She is an Assistant Features Editor of The Rumpus. She attended the Tin House Writers



Workshop in 2021 and 2022. Her work has appeared, or is forthcoming, in The
Rumpus, Hooligan Magazine, Columbia Journal, The Hellebore, and elsewhere.

Chloe Martinez (she/her): Chloe Martinez is the author of Ten Thousand Selves (The
Word Works, 2021) and Corner Shrine, winner of the 2019 Backbone Press Chapbook
Prize. Her work appears in Beloit Poetry Journal, The Common, Ploughshares, and
elsewhere. She works at Claremont McKenna College, where she is Program
Coordinator at the Center for Writing & Public Discourse and Lecturer in Religious
Studies.

Andres Rojas (he/him): Andres Rojas holds an MFA and a JD from the University of
Florida. He is the author of a full-length poetry book and two chapbooks and has many
journal publications, including translations. As poetry editor at various literary journals,
he has sought to foster the work of new and emerging writers.

Opening Remarks and Housekeeping Announcements
Good afternoon, and welcome to “Change of Plans: The Pleasure and Pain of Walking
Away from Academia.” Thank you all for being here. We know you have a lot of panel
and bookfair options, and we really appreciate you spending the next seventy-�ve
minutes with us. You may be here because you’re trying to �gure out what’s next for
yourself, and, in the end, if we can’t supply you with that answer, at the very least we
hope you recognize yourself as a member of a community and know you’re not alone in
your place outside of academe.

This panel came about as I found myself once again facing down the existential crisis of
professional satisfaction. Things can get pretty dark when you’re �fty years old and still
trying to �gure out what you want to do when you grow up, because the thing you
thought you were going to do is just not happening, despite years of trying. But more
about my story later, in the meantime, I want to introduce our panelists in the order
with which they will present. However, instead of introducing them with their



publishing accolades—because we are more than the sum of our professional
ambitions—I’d like to introduce them as the well-rounded and interesting folks that
they are:

Pamela Hart has been writer in residence at the Katonah Museum of Art for more
than a decade, working with the Museum to develop outreach education programs. Her
book Mothers Over Nangarhar, from Sarabande Books, explored the experience of
military families after decades of war. She’s in the process of completing a manuscript of
poems titled The Brain Project that considers how the brain works and how it breaks,
looking at issues of trauma, family, culture, and neuroscience. She lives north of New
York City and likes to spend time near rivers.

Sarah Kersey: Sarah Kersey is a poet and x-ray technologist from New Jersey. She has a
chapbook manuscript that she’s still �nding a home for, and a full-length book of
poems in-progress. When she isn’t writing, she enjoys Star Wars and playing jazz guitar.
She’s fascinated by how things work.

Chloe Martinez: Chloe Martinez is a poet and a scholar of South Asian religions. She
holds a PhD and three master’s degrees, and has published a chapbook and a collection
of poems. She lives in Claremont, CA with her husband and two daughters. Recently
she has been re-learning how to play the piano. The sounds she makes on the piano are
probably not great, but they make her happy.

Andres Rojas: Andres Rojas was born in Cuba and came to the U.S. at age 13. He
holds an MFA from the University of Florida. Six years of adjuncting led him to law
school, and he obtained his JD also at the University of Florida. After not writing poetry
for over ten years, he began to write and submit again and has gone on to publish two
chapbooks and a full length volume of poetry. At one point he was a private pilot, rode
a motorcycle, was a cave diver, and bought a $300 sailboat after learning to sail. He
doesn’t do any of those things anymore



Participant Initial Remarks:

Pamela Hart:
Because I came to poetry relatively late and after having worked as a journalist, I had a
sense after completing my MFA that it would be important to think outside the box in
terms of an academic career. I actually haven’t spent much time looking for teaching
gigs post MFA. Today I’ll talk about my trajectory, including how a sense of
entrepreneurship informs and invigorates my teaching practice, as well as my ongoing
relationship with the museum where I’ve “resided” for more than a decade.

[presentation continues]

Sarah Kersey:
(When I was a teenager, I wanted to be a music major, but my mother didn’t �nd that to
be a suitable career. During my junior year of high school, I proudly and con�dently
told my mother that I wanted to become an English teacher. As a former teacher herself,
I thought she would be pleased with my decision. She was very disappointed. My
mother recommended, after consulting the US Bureau of Labor and Statistics, that I
become an x-ray technologist. I was disappointed, because I believed it meant that I
wouldn’t be able to be a poet. I quickly realized that I actually had an in to poetry,
through my vocation.

[presentation continues]

Chloe Martinez:



I can’t say I’ve totally walked away from academia; I teach (as a lecturer) and work (as
sta�) at a small liberal arts college in Southern California. I do scholarly work, along
with writing poems; I use skills and knowledge that I developed in my PhD and MFA
programs. But I am a long way from the academic job that I envisioned when I began
grad school–academia itself is a long way away from what it looked like when many of
us �rst encountered it.

Today I’m going to talk a little bit about what that journey has been like for me; what I
do as a lecturer/sta� in a college writing center; how I’ve come to rethink my
relationship to academic institutions; and the gains, as well as the losses, that have come
with all of that. When I went through graduate school, it was never so much as
suggested to me that there was more than one way to use my skills or to do the kinds of
work I was interested in. I o�er these remarks to begin to �ll that lacuna in the
conversation about academic work; I think it’s important for anyone trying to make
their way into, through, or out of academia to know that there are many paths.

[presentation continues]

Andres Rojas:

Soon after I began adjuncting, the untenability of such work became clear to me. I had
little time to decide, but it seemed to me I needed to enter a �eld with available jobs and
competitive salaries. I could read, write, and argue well, so the law felt like a logical
choice. That decision has allowed me to make a home, to live relatively well, and to be
able to dedicate time to writing without the burden of �nancial strains.

[presentation continues]

Andres introduces Sonia Green�eld here with the following bio:



Sonia Green�eld grew up in New York in the 80s and is embarrassed to admit that she
listened to a lot of glam metal back then. She has been a paper girl, shampoo assistant at
a barber shop, retail clerk, television producer, bartender, and Web developer, as well as
an adjunct instructor. She’s the parent of an autistic person, and she loves to ski.

Sonia Green�eld:

Presentation introduction: I got my MFA from the University of Washington in 2004,
and while there, I received a fellowship that paid for my �rst year of the program and
enabled me to teach poetry at the university my second year. Good so far. It was a great
program in that it provided me with an education in poetry and a close-knit set of
friends I still have today. What I didn’t understand, though, is what I was supposed to
do with my degree once I had graduated. Indeed, I didn’t even know I could take that
degree and use it to teach composition. No one told me.

There was something about the con�uence of being the only person in my family with a
college degree, the lack of connections through social media that we have today, the lack
of counsel from my mentors, and my own happy-go-lucky ignorance that disallowed me
to even consider teaching at that point in my life. I went back to bartending.

[presentation continues]

Moderator Questions (likely to change, based on presentations)
1) Do you have any regrets?

2) What advice would you give to a writer facing down the uncertainty of professional
life?

3) Why do you think folks can get so wrapped up in validation that comes from a place
in the academy?



4) Do you ever feel like an outsider, and how does that a�ect your sense of self as a
writer?

Now that I’ve had my chance to ask the panelists some questions, I’d like to take some
from the audience…


