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      This is a book about mental illness and academia. But this is also a book about so much more than that: it’s about grief, and friendship, and collegiality, and accessibility, and tragedy.

      It is about trying to get by in a world that fears you, that believes you are unfit for your job, that wants to take your children away. A world whose police will kill you because you can’t understand instructions.

      The stakes for disabled people really are that high: life and death.

      If you are a person with a disability, psychiatric or otherwise, and you’ve made it all the way to graduate school or to a job in the academy, then you have acquired quite a bit of privilege.

      But we, psychiatrically disabled people in the academy, are reminded every day via news stories and personal stories shared by our friends, that our privilege can be stripped away by the groundless suspicions of our own colleagues, friends, and even family.

      Our lives can be, in an instant, interrupted.
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      I was a junior in college when I finally realized that I was different in a way that my medically inclined parents would call “clinical.” I’d always been a geeky kid, awkward at the parties my parents forced me to go to, only socializing, if at all, on a sports field. I was hard to be friends with, demanding, mercurial, with a terrible temper. I only had friends at all because I was also loyal, with big dreams. I loved hard. I also managed to find the weirdos who were like me.

      But for the non-weirdos, I used words that were too long and too nerdy to ever be cool. Who talks like that, I remember one kid saying. Her words still bother me—because I also have trouble letting things go. I tried too hard in my classes in school, from middle school all the way through college. I checked out too many books from the library, and I never, ever said the right thing. It should surprise no one, therefore, that I became an academic.

      For a while—meaning, during graduate school—things were great. I had friends who were all working hard toward similar goals, and we were achieving similar successes. Some of us dropped out to do other things that were cool—because we were now, among ourselves, unexpectedly cool in our individual, geeky ways. I’d also found a psychiatrist, and I had a diagnosis (bipolar disorder) and I listened to my doctor, and I had medicine that worked, and I took it like I was supposed to.

      After twenty-five years or so, things seemed to be looking, for lack of a better word, normal.
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      But academia isn’t an easy place to be if your brain isn’t quite right. Contrary to what a lot of people think, there is no magic spark between mental illness and creativity. When I’m in a depressed funk, I can barely function. When I’m manic, I might have a lot of ideas, but they don’t cohere, and later, when the mania subsides, trying to make sense of those manic ideas can be impossible.

      Teaching, too, was hard. I taught a lot of courses at once, a lot of courses that I didn’t feel any particular love for. I taught on a schedule that was terrible—first, I had the typical work load of an overworked graduate student, and then later, I had the typical work load of an overworked contingent faculty member. The teaching ground me down, like it does so many other contingent faculty: I taught a heavy, repetitive course load for little remuneration and experienced zero collegiality in my department.

      After graduate school, I’d turned down good tenure-track jobs in favor of family and a city I love, and I don’t regret it. After all, choosing to live with the person you love in a place that doesn’t suck shouldn’t mean, for me or for anyone, that my job must be unbearable. However, that’s exactly what contingent academia means for many people, and that’s what it meant for me. Studies have shown that giving employees more control over scheduling leads to a happier workforce,⁠1 yet I had no control over my schedule. And as psychologists Reevy and Deason’s research showed, working in a contingent faculty position can literally be bad for a person’s mental health.⁠2 It was certainly bad for mine.

      I left my contingent faculty position back in 2014, and one of the very first things I did was write an article about keeping my psychiatric disability hidden from every institution I’d ever worked for. I’d spent over a decade in higher ed, and no one ever knew except for the select friends I’d chosen to disclose to because they were, indeed, my friends.

      I’d spent my years in academia in hiding. Ironically, I’d worked as a disability studies scholar, yet I’d never discussed what it meant to live as a disabled person. So my first piece that I published tackled the issue of disclosure head-on. I called it “Disclosure Blues,” and a wonderful editor at Chronicle Vitae at the time, Gabriela Montell, published it in June of 2014. And then, to my utter shock, she offered me a regular column on the subject of mental health, disability, and the academy, one that shares its title with this book, “Life of the Mind Interrupted.” And I’ve been writing about mental health and disability ever since.

      This book contains four sections. Part I, Disclosure Blues, introduces being psychiatrically disabled in the academy and the immediate challenges that a person might face. Part II, Collegiality, takes on the specific challenges that disabled people face when it comes to interacting with their colleagues in academia. Part III, Teaching, provides advice for how to make our teaching, for all of our students, disabled and normate alike, the most accessible and humane as it can be. And the last section, Part IV, “Beyond the Academy,” tells three stories about my life as a disabled person outside of academia, because life doesn’t stop at the doors of our departments and divisions. I hope that these essays can give both insight and hope to others who face similar challenges to mine.

      Although some of these chapters were previously published as essays in magazines, they have been heavily revised and expanded for this book. Online writing is a wonderful gift, but its major limitation is the necessity for brevity. Here, I have taken my earlier ideas much further, to the places I never could before.
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      A NOTE ON VOCABULARY

      This book uses the preferred language of disabled activists, and, in particular, this disabled activist. Below is a list of terms with short explanations. Some of the terms you might know, but you might think they’re the “wrong” terms. Some terms you might be unfamiliar with. That’s okay.

      Disabled person: I’m a disabled person. Most disabled people I know prefer this terminology to what has come to be known as “people-first language,” which looks like this: “person with a disability.” People-first language meant well, and it got us away from the dreaded terms like “a disabled,” or “a schizophrenic,” where the person was erased altogether. But there is nothing wrong with using the term “disabled” as an adjective.

      Invisible disability: An invisible disability is a disability that isn’t perceivable as a disability by others. For example, I talk very quickly, and sometimes blurt out the wrong thing. To outsiders, I might just seem over-caffeinated and awkward. I know that I have pressured speech, which is a symptom of my disability.

      Neurodiversity: I’ll use the dictionary definition on this one (OED): “the range of differences in individual brain function and behavioral traits, regarded as part of normal variation in the human population.” Deriving from the word neurodiversity you get the adjective “neurodivergent.” For example, I am neurodivergent.

      Normate: Adjective or noun. A normate is a person who is not disabled. The term was coined by disability theorist Rosemarie Garland Thomson. A synonym that I use and that you might come across is “abled” or “able-bodied.” I prefer “abled” to “able-bodied” because I often write about psychiatric disability, and “able-bodied” seems to emphasize physical disabilities. I prefer “normate” to all of them because of its simplicity.

      Psychiatric disability: A psychiatric disability is a disability of the brain relating to mental illness. You can use “mental illness” as a synonym if you’d like. If you refer to people as “the mentally ill” that is Not Okay.

      Spoons: This is one of my favorite words. “Spoons” is a disability community term used to describe and measure the energy it takes to perform daily tasks. The idea of “spoon theory” was created by Christine Miserandino in an essay, which you can download and read any time you’d like.⁠3 I recommend it.
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            DISCLOSURE BLUES

          

        

      

    

    
      A few years ago, I was thumbing through my latest teaching evaluations. At that point I’d been teaching university-level writing for many years, and reading teaching evaluations was nothing new. Mine were perennially strong, and I wasn’t expecting anything different that semester.

      But then I came across the single worst teaching evaluation I’d ever received. In retrospect, the student’s tone resembled a toddler’s temper tantrum. But at the moment I read it, the student’s words struck in a very sensitive place, and they left me reeling. The student ended the evaluation with this pronouncement: “Prof. Pryal was often emotionally eratic” (misspelling and all).

      In the pile of forty evaluations, only Mr. Eratic mentioned my alleged emotional misbehavior. But I felt stripped bare by the words. As a contingent (that is, non-tenure-track) professor, teaching evaluations were the near-exclusive criterion for my job retention. Most days at work, I felt what many academics who work off the tenure track feel: a persistent, low-grade anxiety about my lack of job security.

      But I felt anxiety for another reason as well. I have a psychiatric disability—that is, a mental illness—that I’ve kept secret since I was diagnosed at the age of 21. So when the teaching evaluation called me “emotionally eratic,” I feared that my supervisors would believe the words. And, despite all evidence to the contrary, I feared that Mr. Eratic might be right.

      Mostly I feared that everyone at work would learn about my secret disability and that I would get fired because of it. I feared I would be seen as unreasonable and irrational, and therefore unable to do the work required of a professor. I feared that because of my disability, my career would be over.

      Of course, my academic career didn’t end with Mr. Eratic’s course evaluation. I showed it to my boss, the director of my writing program, who pointed out the toddlerish tone and discounted the entire document with a chuckle. I chuckled too, nervously, and went on my way.
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      It’s been years since that course evaluation, but I’ve never forgotten it. After I met with my boss, I tucked the evaluation away, along with my secret disability, for years—until I decided to take a leave of absence from teaching (back in 2014) and to start writing about mental health and academia in a more public way. I decided to start coming clean, so students like Mr. Eratic wouldn’t be able to hurt me any more. (I’m lucky that my disability is invisible enough to allow me to pass as non-disabled. Not everyone has that privilege.)

      Academia has had its share of mental-illness disclosure stories. Famously, there is that of Elyn Saks, a professor of law, psychology, and psychiatry and behavioral sciences at the University of Southern California. Saks, who has publicly discussed her schizophrenia in a 2007 memoir and a TED talk, knows about what it means to go public.

      Saks points out the most obvious reason to disclose one’s mental illness in the academic workplace—“the psychological benefits of not having a secret and being able to be open.”⁠1 But she also writes about the many drawbacks of disclosure: “There is a tremendous stigma, still, around mental illness. People may believe, consciously or not, that you are unreliable or even dangerous, and they may fear you.” Disclosure, she adds, may “have a big impact on your work life and your prospects for tenure.”

      Saks’s advice is written from the position of a tenured professor with great academic privilege, the most important one being near-bulletproof job security. But there are other privileges that come with the type of job she holds. For example, she gives the following advice to professors with mental illness: “Schedule your courses carefully. If your meds make you tired in the morning, try not to teach morning classes. Try to choose courses that you like to teach—you will do a better job and feel less stressed.” As any contingent professor knows, we often choose neither our courses nor our class meeting times. As a recent study by Reevy and Deason has showed, contingency is rarely good for your mental health.⁠2

      Lisa A. Tucker (formerly McElroy), a tenured professor of law at Drexel University, wrote for Slate in 2013 about her life as a professor with severe anxiety disorder.⁠3 Tucker began her academic career off the tenure track, in a stress-inducing, insecure job much like mine. Halfway through her teaching career—as the sole breadwinner for a family of four—she took a job on the tenure track. To her great relief, six years later, she earned tenure. She told me that she recognizes the incredible privilege tenure grants her: “You see, now that I have tenure, I am one of the very, very few people living with mental illness who does not have to worry about what might happen at work tomorrow,” she explained. “I have a job for life.”

      I asked Tucker if she’d ever considered disclosing her disability prior to earning tenure. “Very few people in my life knew about my disability,” she told me. “I was incredibly afraid of how I would be perceived if I told others. Before I got tenure, I just didn’t feel safe.”

      But once she earned tenure, she felt a responsibility to speak on behalf of others who weren’t so lucky: “Finally, I realized that many are truly prevented from disclosing because they don’t have job security. Once I had tenure, I wasn’t. I thought that I had a responsibility to speak out for those who couldn’t.” Tucker no longer worries that others will discover her disability—which is a big relief—but she still can “feel the panic in professional situations.” After all, just because a person discloses her hidden disability, ableism in academia doesn’t magically go away. She might no longer have the anxiety of keeping a secret, but now she must deal with the prejudices that her colleagues hold—consciously or no—against those with disabilities.
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      For every Saks or Tucker, though, there are many more academics who choose not to disclose their disabilities, especially psychiatric disabilities. I reached out to colleagues who have chosen to keep their invisible disabilities secret, asking them if they have any advice for others. They all expressed a strong fear of being discovered through my interviews of them, even despite my assurances that I would treat their words with the utmost privacy. Most of these folks are contingent professors.

      One professor who teaches in a full-time contingent position at a top research university said she would only disclose her mental health issues “under subpoena.” She believes that disclosing would hurt her job security because “contingent faculty can be so easily terminated.” In her opinion, contingent—and even pre-tenure—professors simply don’t have “the luxury to volunteer stigmatizing personal information.”

      “They hired you for your mind,” she told me. “Why would you volunteer that there’s something wrong with it?” She was quick to point out, though, that she doesn’t “actually believe that a psychiatric disability necessarily means there is something wrong with your mind,” just that other people can be “thoughtless.”

      One contingent humanities professor at another top research university noted that “some behaviors—such as obsessive-compulsive tendencies and social anxiety—are expected and even praised as the hallmarks of a serious thinker.” She told me that she might even “joke about my ‘neuroses’ with colleagues with whom I am personal friends, but I will very rarely discuss (and certainly not in its entirety) treatment I have sought for these ‘neuroses.’”

      Furthermore, she never discusses more serious mental health issues, such as medication or depression, because of the stigma that tends to accompany them. Although this stigma is common everywhere, she told me, “in academia, one’s brain is supposed to be the most essential asset one has.”

      Speaking with my colleagues, reading their words alongside McElroy’s pre-tenure fears, remembering how anxious I felt reading the teaching evaluation that labeled me “emotionally eratic”—it’s hard for me to suggest that graduate students, contingent faculty, or pre-tenure faculty disclose their psychiatric disabilities to their academic colleagues. We are, in academia, still devoted to the mythos of the good human speaking well, the professor as bastion of reason, the cogito ergo sum.

      However, as McElroy told me, “every faculty is different.” Reaching out in private to someone you trust to get a feel for the culture around you might help you make the best decision. And as Saks’s and McElroy’s stories—and my own—have shown, living out in the open has its benefits. Do your research. Figure out what feels safe to you, and act accordingly.
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