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Abstract 

Tenure-track/tenured faculty at higher education institutions are expected to teach, conduct 
research and provide service as part of their promotion and tenure process, the relative 
importance of each component varying with the position and/or the university. However, 
based on the author’s personal experience, feedback received from several colleagues, and 
review of research on this topic, the authors note that there is considerable concern among 
many faculty members as to what constitutes an optimal mix of the critical components of 
evaluation. 

Consequently, the authors present a cost-benefit utilitarian model using which, the faculty 
member can objectively allocate his/her limited resources, such as time commitment and 
effort, between teaching and research activities. The authors believe that such a blueprint will 
prove to be a critical tool for the tenure-track candidate, as well as for the university 
administration. One of the notable features of the proscribed tool is that it is not 
discipline-specific and therefore, has a wide application in university governance. 
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1. Introduction 

Tenure-track and tenured faculty at higher education institutions are expected to perform 
teaching, research and service as part of their promotion and tenure (P&T) process, the 
relative importance of each component being dependent on the position of the faculty and/or 
the university. However, based on feedback received from several colleagues at higher 
education institutions, their personal experiences and review of extant literature, the authors 
note that there is considerable concern (if not confusion) among many tenure-track faculty 
members as to what should be the optimal mix of the different components of evaluation. 
This may be either due to lack of clearly defined P&T requirements at the incumbent’s 
institution, or misinterpretation of word of mouth P&T guidelines. 

The biggest concern seems to be the dichotomy between (the weightage assigned to) research 
and teaching at different institutions. Below are the results (in %) of a faculty survey 
(conducted by Carnegie Foundation’s National Surveys of Faculty) during which the 
respondents were asked the same question in 1969 and in 1989: “In my department, is it 
difficult for a faculty to achieve tenure if he or she doesn’t publish”?  

 

Table 1. Faculty responses in % 

Criteria 1969 1989 

Overall agreed 21 42 

Faculty at PhD-granting departments 27 71 

Liberal arts colleges 6 24 

Comprehensive institutions 6 43 

 

Such startling change in attitude towards the role of scholarship in faculty evaluation is 
further corroborated by figures from another study of the 1988 National Survey of 
Postsecondary Faculty according to which, more teaching led to lower pay while more time 
spent on research resulted in better quality publications and as a corollary, led to higher pay 
(Fairweather, 1993).  

2. Sources of Confusion 

Sources of confusion with regard to P&T (and relevant comments from a survey on faculty 
perception of P&T procedure conducted by Blyler et al. in 1997) are provided to buttresses 
the authors’ views: 
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2.1 Weight of Publications 

As referred to in the table, significant changes in weight of publications have taken place over 
the last several decades. Overall, while the importance of scholarly work has assumed 
significance, the variety of such contributions has increased more than ever before. For 
example, a peer-reviewed journal acceptance does not necessarily command the same ‘value’ 
as a book review. Consequently, this has only contributed to the confusion in the already 
volatile P&T decision-making process. Consider the following comments from faculty: 

There was some discussion about whether or not my research was ‘pedagogical 
publications’ vs. research or scholarship, but I managed to win that argument because my 
research was considered ‘theoretical’ enough. People doing classroom or teacher research 
(or workplace studies) could not have counted that as research/scholarship at that time. 

I would like to note that business schools don’t think much of book chapters. I have to 
fight constantly to get them to ‘count’ book chapters; they tend to believe that only 
journal articles are truly refereed. They won’t count book chapters as equivalent—no 
matter how insignificant the journal. This is clearly a disciplinary distinction separating 
the humanities and social sciences, I would think.  

2.2 Discontent among Faculty 

Even though scholarly publications have gained importance over the years, a sizable section 
of faculty feel disenchanted with and is concerned about the lack of respect towards the 
‘teaching’ component of faculty evaluation (Lovett, 1993).  

For example, one extensive faculty survey suggests that 68% of faculty across the board and 
as high as 77% of faculty in PhD-granting institutions prefer some indicator other than just 
research productivity to account for a faculty member’s capability to achieve tenure (Boyer, 
1990). Furthermore, a notable percentage of faculty—especially the junior ones, strongly 
prefers more emphasis on teaching instead of on research for P&T decisions. At a minimum, 
the respondents called for a more thorough evaluation of publication quality (Jarvis, 1991). 
According to the Chronicle of Higher Education, lawmakers were shocked that the average 
professor spends only nine hours in the classroom (Cage, 1995). What adds to the perplexity 
(and therefore, confusion) to this situation that faculty at two-year colleges (are expected to) 
spend 40 hours or more in class whereas their counterparts at four-year institutions easily get 
by with 10 hours or less, according to a 1990 National Center of Education Statistics report. 
This is reflected in the following comments: 

At all three institutions, [teaching] has played only a disqualifying role, although at my 
current one the standards are higher, so you have to be a good teacher not to be 
disqualified, whereas at previous institutions you only had to be not-awful. 

Bad teaching can get you fired if you don’t publish enough; good teaching won’t get you 
retained if you don’t publish enough; service is used as an excuse to fire someone if the 
service record is slight and the committee needs such an excuse. Teaching in itself never 
plays much of a role; An exemplary teaching record would buoy a marginal publication 
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record, extending a bit what would be acceptable. But publication remains the yardstick 
for all decisions. Service in itself never plays a role worth mentioning. 

2.3 Broadening View of Scholarly Activities 

A third source of confusion which directly follows from the second point, is the wider array 
of activities that have recently come under the umbrella of research at some institutions e.g. 
book chapters, book reviews, books, magazine contributions and the like (Gebhardt & 
Barbara, 1997). However, it is not at all clear how much weight each component will carry. 
Thus, it places a bigger burden on the review committee to judge the performance of the 
candidate.  

Moreover, there can be potential confusion about the relationship between scholarly activities 
and teaching (Platter, 1995), mission of the tenure-granting institution (both the authors 
happen to be from an institution with a land-grant mission) and between scholarly work and 
social expectations (Levine, 1993).  

2.4 Dichotomy between Teaching- and Research-Oriented Institutions 

Even though these are the broad classifications for most higher education institutions, the 
relative importance of each component is a source of confusion when it comes to P&T 
decisions. For example, most institutions have an arbitrary rule of thumb along the following 
lines: 40% weight on teaching, 50% on research and 10% on services or variations of this. 
Moreover, the role of consulting in the decision-making process is not succinct either, 
especially for social sciences and humanities. There are multiple problems associated with 
this ideology. First, the institution does not, as a matter of rule, provide these guidelines in 
writing.  

This brings up the second, and even more serious problem: not only does such practice leave 
considerable scope for misinterpretation by the faculty member and/or the existing review 
committee, but also the institute itself often changes its ‘positioning goal’ (e.g. become 
research-oriented from a traditional teaching-oriented institute). And even as all this happens 
while the faculty member is still on the tenure- track, such higher level decisions are either 
not relayed formally to the incumbent faculty member or it is relayed too late.  

Finally, it is also not uncommon where a newly-hired head decides to steer the institution in a 
different direction, and all existing rules (as vague as they are) are altered, once again putting 
the tenure-track member in jeopardy, as amply voiced by the following faculty members: 

Consulting is like working at 7-11: It gets you money but no credit towards 
tenure/promotion. Now if you do your consulting in such a way that it generates new 
knowledge that you can turn into publications, that’s something different; if you consult 
on a unique or significant problem, the products of that work should be there to show. 
But the main thing is generating refereed publications. Consulting itself has no value. 

I’ve been warned that I have to “do everything”—be available on campus, have good 
evaluations from students, participate in additional committees, teach more courses—if 
I’m going to be allowed to continue participating on the board of professional societies, 
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publishing papers and books, attending and making presentations at conferences, and 
working as a consultant. So far I’ve been able to do it all, but I often find I’m working 
90-hour weeks.  

2.5 Lack of Knowledgeable Committee Members 

This problem is especially acute in smaller campuses. In such situations, the institution has to 
‘work’ with available reviewers who do not necessarily understand the candidate’s work 
and/or unable to appreciate the depth/contribution of his/her pedagogy. The problem is 
exacerbated when the candidate’s research either spans several disciplines or has undergone a 
shift of focus. Alternatively, the institution is forced to look outside for feedback, which 
makes the decision process more complex, lengthy and arguably, fraught with unfair 
evaluation of the candidate’s application. 

In addition, quite naturally, as the faculty member attains seniority, he/she gets more and 
more ‘specialized’ and the quality of research also assumes more significance. Consequently, 
finding a reviewer who is at least as much as (if not more) qualified becomes challenging, 
which becomes apparent in the following comments: 

The administration was not the problem—the faculty of the business school was. They 
had a great deal of trouble, even though I changed fields to do work that I thought would 
be valued more highly by them. In general, the faculty rejected management 
communication, business communication, communication, English, etc., as fields in 
which I could get tenure. Thus my research and its methodology had to stand up to 
reviewers from other disciplines recognized by the business school... 

It’s often more difficult because we want TEN letters—five from people suggested by the 
candidate and five to be anonymous, chosen by the department. In the first place, when 
coming up for full professor, there are probably no more than two dozen (if that) full 
professors of technical communication out there to choose from. 

In the light of the above discussion, we argue that there exist several perspectives on 
challenges that newly hired faculty encounter in their career. Tierney and Rhoades (1993) 
note, for example, that the initial years are fraught with feelings of loneliness, disillusionment 
and adjustment, lack of intellectual stimulation and collegiality, inability to muster the local 
‘culture’, time and other constraints.  

To buttress their point, the authors further cite an instance of a faculty member who received 
a job offer on the phone, but no further details as to what was expected of her. Even after she 
accepted the offer, she had no clear indication of the requirements and publication/service 
expectations, including the classic ‘quality vs quantity’ issue. This faculty member was never 
provided any clear guidelines… all that she received were input from the secretary and 
hearsay from colleagues... which, unfortunately, is not that unique in an academic 
environment.  

It is no wonder, therefore, that several authors have cited the role of controllable and 
uncontrollable factors that enter into the faculty P&T decision process, such as misuse of 
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student evaluations, peer observations, teaching portfolios, using student evaluation data to 
improve teaching performance and for administrative decisions etc. (Seldin, 2006). 

What makes this process of evaluating faculty even more challenging is that, the standards, 
expectations and procedures are evolving, especially flexible expectations and changing roles 
and responsibilities. For example, traditionally, the faculty was primarily expected to teach 
and conduct some minimal amount of research. But now many universities expect their 
faculty members to play a substantive role in community relations, business development and 
program enhancement. Ironically, not all of these are properly relayed to the incumbent. 
Consequently, clarifying expectations from faculty members and the consequent use of 
evaluative data have assumed an important role in the tenure decision process (Paulsen, 
2002).  

Arreola (2000) goes even one step further to suggest that we should consider the source of 
information, the weight given to different sources, and how information should be gathered, 
in addition to other dimensions of evaluation.  

Relevant research literature suggests that policy makers have grappled with and attempted to 
tackle the lack of clear P&T guidelines for quite some time. While Hopkins (1974) prescribes 
a mathematical model that can be used to vary retirement age, and extend service time for 
tenure and non-tenured faculty, Saaty and Ramanujam (1983) suggest a hierarchical solution.  

Despite such concern over the P&T process, it is ironic that research in this field has gained 
momentum not long ago, very few of which actually offer any concrete suggestion for an 
better-articulated P&T process (Rude, 1995; Harris, 1995; Killingsworth, 1995).  

Tierney (1998), on the other hand, discusses several perspectives on productivity and P&T 
guidelines. Such attempts have been mostly academic, which pose operational challenges. At 
the same time, lack of clear direction and P&T guidelines and prevalence of an antiquated 
system are quite predominant, irrespective of the size and reputation of the institution. Hence, 
there is undoubtedly a need to address this problem.  

Consequently, the authors present a cost-benefit utilitarian model based on an 
indifference-curve analysis (Pindyck & Rubinfeld, 2010) commonly used in microeconomic 
theory. The fundamental premise of our model is that, the faculty member’s resources (time 
commitment, effort) are limited. Therefore, the goal is to allocate such scarce resources 
between the most demanding components of P&T activities: teaching, research and services.  

We simplify our model to allocate faculty time/resource constraints between only teaching 
and research, since these are typically the most important components of tenure requirements 
at most major universities. 

Basing our proposition on rational choice theory (Jevons, 1862), we argue that the faculty 
member follows a Cobb-Douglas utility-maximization model (Figure 1) to maximize his/her 
‘returns’ on tenure activities (ROTA) subject to effort (time) constraint (which is typically 
limited to 40 hours/week). 

The faculty member can derive optimal level of tenure credits based on the most ‘rational’ 
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combination of teaching and research loads. In other words, the suggested model helps the 
faculty member enjoy the highest ROTA under the time and resource constraints. 

3. The Model 

Following microeconomic theory, we assume that faculty members follow two basic 
properties of rational choice: a) Completeness: The faculty member’s behavior can be 
categorized in an order of preference. In any situation, faculty may prefer research (R) to 
teaching (T), T to R or consider T and R as equally attractive. As such, the faculty member 
understands and can always decide between the two alternatives and (b) Non-satiation: more 
of at least T or R is better than less of either.  

3.1 Credit Indifference Curve (CIC) 

The goal of the faculty member is to allocate limited resources between the two most 
common components of P&T activities: teaching and research (Note 1). The outline of our 
model is as follows: Based on Figure 1, Teaching (T) is measured along the Y-axis and 
Research (R) along the X-axis. The CIC (credit indifference curve) represents the loci of 
choices between T and R that yield the same level of ROTA for the faculty member. As such, 
the faculty member is free to choose (and derives the same level of ROTA on) any point on 
the CIC.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Marginal rate of substitution (MRS) 
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faculty neither better nor worse off in terms of ROTA. 

3.2 Effort Constraint Line (ECL) 

As reflected by the Effort Constraint Line ECL in Figure 2, faculty’s effort is constrained by 
time (Note 3). Figure 3 shows the effect of change in available time on ECL (Note 4), with F 
representing the original ECL and G representing ECL with an increase in time spent on both 
T and R. Conversely, a reduction in allocation of time lowers the intercept of ECL to E.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Effort constraint line (ECL) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Movement of ECL based on available resources 
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The ECL shows the maximum possible time (resource) a faculty member can allocate for T 
or R. The slope of ECL is equal to –MR/MT (Note 5). A faculty member can expend effort 
(and earn corresponding tenure credits) either entirely on T or entirely on R, or on a 
combination. From Figure 4, assuming B is the original ECL, an increase of MR increases the 
absolute value of the slope of ECL (ECL shift from B to A); a decrease of MR decreases the 
absolute value of the slope of ECL (ECL shift from B to C).  

Next, referring to Figure 5, the authors propose that a faculty member derives optimal tenure 
credits by maximizing ROTA (which is a function of T and R) subject to the time constraint. 
Equilibrium (i.e. optimal allocation of effort between T and R) occurs at M* (intersection of 
CIC with ECL) corresponding to which, faculty performs T* units of teaching and R* units 
of research towards fulfillment of Return on Tenure Activities (Note 6).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Change of slope of ECL 
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Figure 5. Maximizing return on tenure activities (ROTA) 

 

4. Research Limitations/Implications 
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administration and the faculty’s standpoints. The current model fills the gap for a tool using 
which, faculty can measure and optimally allocate their resources between the two most 
important components of P&T i.e. teaching and research.  

As a result, the faculty member can devote more time towards teaching and research 
activities and worry less on whether he/she is on track for P&T. Consequently, universities 
can attract more qualified tenure-track faculty, who can presumably become more productive 
and objective during their tenure years. If properly executed, eventually such a framework 
can lead to more faculty members getting tenured, thereby improving the overall quality of 
pedagogy at centers of higher education.  

Finally, the university administrator can use this tool to more objectively evaluate the faculty 
member’s standing when it comes to granting tenure to him/her. Thus, there is more 
transparency in the P&T system, and less vulnerability on the part of the faculty member. 

5. Conclusion 

While we do not expect to eliminate the uncertainty and confusion associated with the P&T 
process with our proposed model, we strive our best to at least encourage policy makers to 
think more objectively. The goal is to operationalize the P&T process as best as we can. The 
current fragility of the system is amply captured in the following comments of a seasoned 
P&T committee member: 

“The fact remains that, despite the best efforts of schools and professional organizations to 
establish and enforce uniform, objective standards for tenure and promotion, departments and 
institutions still have the flexibility, borne of criteria that are variable of necessity, to retain 
and promote the people they want to keep and to wash out the rest. To rephrase a signal idea 
from Alice in Wonderland (italics original), my guess is that in most reviews for tenure and 
promotion, the verdict is reached first, implicitly, and the justification is adduced afterward, 
when the evidence is formally examined...” (Bloom, 1997). 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1. 

We assume that a faculty has the option to choose a combination of teaching (T) and research 
(R) with a given time constraint. As such, we present the equations as follows: 

MR R + MT T = E                         (1) 

Equation (1) represents the Effort Constraint Line, ECL. 

MT is the number of T ‘credit units’ while MR is the number of R ‘credit units’ the faculty 
member receives. E is maximum number of hours allowed to spend on R and/or on T. If a 
faculty spent all his/her time on R, he/she will produce E/MR credit units of R. Likewise, if all 
effort is utilized on T, he/she will produce E/MT credit units of T. Thus, if the time spent on T 
is 1 hour and the time spent on R is 2 hours and a faculty has 40 hours, then MT + 2MR = 40. 

It is possible to plot the combination of T and R that a faculty can spend on the same graph as 
the CIC credit indifference curve (Refer to Figure 1). Solving Equation (1),  

R
M

M

M

E
T

T

R

T

                            (2) 

The first term on the right hand side is the intercept of the line on the vertical axis. It is the 
amount of T that can be spent by a faculty if he or she utilized all his time on T. The slope of 
the line is the ratio of (–MR/MT). 

Appendix 2. 

We assume that the ROTA follows a Cobb- Douglas production function given as follows: 

  TRTRROTA , , where α + β = 1 (Note 7)            (1) 
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Subject to a time constraint (Note 8), 

E = MR R + MT T                         (2) 

We can solve ROTA maximizing values of R and T for any time (MR, MT) and E is the 
maximum number of hours.  

Using the Lagrangian expression,  

 TMRMETRL TR                       (3) 

yields the first order conditions: 

01 

  MTR
R

L
R   
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  MTR
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L
T                          (4) 

0



MME
L

KR
 

Taking the ratios of the first two terms shows that, 

M

M
R

T

T

R



                                (5) 

or, 







 



1

RMTM RT                            (6) 

Substituting the first order condition in Equation (6) into the time constraint (2) yields, 





 11

1
1

RMRMRMRMTMRME RRRRTR 





 







 

         (7) 

Solving for R yields, 

M

E
R

R


*                                 (8) 

Solving for T yields, 

M

E
T

T


*                                 (9) 
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Results show that given Equation (1) as our ROTA function, a faculty will always choose to 
allocate α percent of a his/her effort to spend on R (i.e. MRR/E = α) and β percent to acquire 
T (MTT/E = β). 

 

Notes 

Note 1. Recognizing that service typically weighs less than teaching or research, we decided 
to exclude it from our model. 

Note 2. The model is based on the assumption that the MRS of T for R will fall as the faculty 
member accumulates more of R, leading to a convex CIC that lies above its tangent as seen in 
Figure 5. In addition, a faculty member is considered ‘irrational’ for choosing point B 
because he/she can achieve a higher level of productivity, CIC1. On the other hand, point A 
on CIC3 is not achievable since the faculty member does not have sufficient resources. 

Note 3. We assume that a faculty has a maximum of 40 hours/week. 

Note 4. Based on equation (2) from Appendix 1, an increase in time constraint shifts the ECL 
outward while leaving its slope unchanged. 

Note 5. Refer to Appendix 1. 

Note 6. Refer to Appendix 2 for mathematical approach to equilibrium using Lagrangian 
Multiplier. 

Note 7. β = 1 − α 

Note 8. The time constraint is presented as equality because of the assumption of no satiation 
i.e. a faculty will spend all his available time. 
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