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Upon earning tenure, many faculty members 
find themselves adrift, unsupported by their 
institutions and unsure about how to take the 
next career step. Even as they enter “the stage 
in which most of their scholarly achievements  

occur and they assume important leadership and management 
roles in their institutions and disciplines” (Baldwin et al. 
2008, 48), many do not take the most logical next step: 
promotion to professor. This often is viewed as an individual 
failure; stories of “dead-weight” faculty members and “stuck” 
associate professors abound. In this article, however, I argue 
that the failure is often an institutional one. Reflecting on my 
own experiences and reviewing the literature on mid-career 
faculty, I argue that universities do not adequately support 
the career development of post-tenure faculty and, by failing 
to reward the work that they increasingly ask faculty to do, 
have put roadblocks in the path to promotion to “full” pro-
fessor. I argue that colleges and universities should support 
faculty members’ development throughout their entire career 
path and should create pathways to promotion that recognize 
the changing nature of faculty work, properly rewarding peo-
ple for the work that is important to the institution.

WHAT COMES AFTER TENURE?

I began my career with term appointments at three universities 
over five years, so getting a tenure-track job and earning ten-
ure felt like confirmation that I had finally solved the puzzle 
of success in academia. Even so, I was unsure about what my 
next step should be. My department had clear criteria for ten-
ure but offered only broad, vague standards for promotion 
to professor. So I reviewed the vitae of the department’s three 
full professors, noticed that they had all written books, and 
set about writing a book.

Even before receiving tenure, though, I had begun to 
notice that the demands the university placed on me and my 
colleagues were changing. I was hired to teach three courses 
each semester, serve as academic adviser to 15 to 20 students, 
and be the coordinating pre-law adviser for the university. 
I also, of course, was expected to be a productive scholar and 
provide service to the university and community. The nature 
of the university’s expectations for our teaching and research 
had begun to change subtly, however, and service demands 
had increased markedly. We were asked to help recruit stu-
dents as state funding decreased and enrollment pressures 
increased; to integrate various “high-impact practices” into 
our teaching and advising in furtherance of the university’s  
student-success goals; to consider various new teaching methods 

and pedagogies, including online teaching, flipped class-
rooms, and service learning; to seek ways to promote the 
university’s goals of diversity and inclusion, and community 
engagement in our teaching and service; to be more entrepre-
neurial in seeking external grant revenues to fund research; 
to more quickly change curriculum in response to a rapidly 
changing economy; to find ways to expand growing, reve-
nue-generating programs; and to fill a growing slate of com-
mittee appointments—often committees formed in response 
to demands from accrediting bodies, our governing board, the 
state legislature, and the federal government.

My progress on the book was interrupted significantly by 
these obligations, especially after I was elected to the faculty 
senate at a difficult time. I served as secretary during the year 
that the administration cut academic programs and dismissed 
faculty, resulting in a vote of no confidence in the president 
and provost, the president’s resignation, and an American 
Association of University Professors investigation. I chaired 
the faculty senate the following year as we strengthened the 
faculty’s role in shared governance, rebuilt trust between the 
faculty and the administration and board, and participated in 
a presidential search. After that, I served as chair of the faculty 
for two years. I found the work interesting and challenging 
and I felt that I was making a difference. Many colleagues 
praised my work, but I feared that the university did not value 
it where it counted most: in annual evaluations for merit pay 
or in promotion criteria.

As I met and talked to people across campus, I learned that 
many had similar experiences. I heard administrators lament 
the problem of stuck associates and the difficulty finding 
people to serve on committees. Meanwhile I heard faculty 
colleagues complain that the teaching, service, and outreach 
that they found fulfilling (and that the university claimed was 
central to its strategic goals) counted little toward promotion. 
Many colleagues avoided service altogether to focus on the 
scholarship that would count toward promotion. I also began 
to notice that the same people across campus tended to do 
much of the work on initiatives important to the university, 
that they often were women, that they were almost all excellent 
teachers, and that they were disproportionately associate 
professors. As I began planning to step back from service 
obligations to focus on my book, I used my remarks at the 
annual meeting of the university’s faculty to call attention to 
this problem. I argued that the university’s goals and priori-
ties were misaligned with its incentive and reward structure. 
Aligning criteria for promotion and annual merit-pay incen-
tives with the changing nature of faculty work, I argued, could 
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and mentoring programs for the tenure track, they have only 
recently begun to recognize the need for a similar support 
structure for midcareer faculty (see, e.g., Wilson 2012 for a 
description of a program at Michigan State University and 
Buch et al. 2011 for a similar program at University of North 
Carolina–Charlotte; see also June 2018 for details about the 
University of Denver’s mentoring-based post-tenure review 
system). This planning also can be complicated by standards 
for promotion to full professor that are more opaque than 

those for tenure (Baldwin et al. 2008; Buch et al. 2011; Fox and 
Colatrella 2006; Mathews 2014; Modern Languages Associa-
tion 2009).

Finally, and most important, even when expectations for 
promotion are clear, they may not reward the full range of 
work that faculty do today. Trower (2010, 27) discussed the 
“…ratcheting up of expectations for all faculty” across all parts 
of their job. When the expectations for faculty work are not 
recognized and rewarded by the promotion system, some 
will avoid the work that goes unrewarded whereas others will 
become increasingly resentful that they are undervalued by 
their institution. When promotion criteria focus nearly exclu-
sively on scholarship, even common institutional practices—
such as chairs assigning work to highly competent associate 
professors (which, as Baldwin et al. 2008 pointed out, might 
signal a vote of confidence from the chair)—make it more 
difficult for associates to focus on what they need to do to 
be promoted, which has consequences for careers. “Faculty 
who engage in labor that is critical but invisible in the reward 
structure, or who have been hurt through disparagement of 
their contributions and competences, are placed on path-
ways of reduced career satisfaction and weakened connection 
to the institution” (Beauboeuf, as quoted in Flaherty 2017). 
COACHE data indicate that 20% of associates have no plans 
to ever seek promotion (Mathews 2014).

Such dynamics enhance inequities. Someone will perform 
the increased service and outreach work that universities 
need. The questions then arise: Who does the work and are 
they properly rewarded and compensated for it? Too often in 
academia, the answers are “women and minorities” and “no.” 
Several studies confirm the unequal balance of service placed 
on these colleagues and speak to its consequences on their 
advancement in the profession. Faculty members from under-
represented populations “are asked to serve more, advise more, 
show up more…” (Mathews 2014, 1; see also Baldwin et al. 
2008). This unequal burden means that these faculty mem-
bers perform the work that goes unrewarded, leaving other 
(disproportionately white and male) professors free to focus 

liberate faculty members to do the work they find meaningful, 
provide stuck associates with multiple ways to advance their 
careers, and allow the university to more effectively advance 
its goals.

ROADBLOCKS TO PROMOTION

Because we think of promotion as an individual accomplish-
ment, we too rarely “consider the institution’s culpability 
for the roadblocks to faculty progression” (Mathews 2014, 5). 

Beaubouef, Erickson, and Thomas (2017) argued, however, 
that the career pathways that tenured professors follow are 
shaped by “the degree to which faculty needs and growth 
are taken up by the opportunities and rewards of their insti-
tutions” (Beauboeuf, as quoted in Flaherty 2017). In other 
words, “stuck associates” may be stuck not because they are 
not doing valuable work but rather because their college or 
university does not value and reward the work they do.

This helps to explain why the “feeling of relief [of getting 
tenure]…cedes quickly into a ‘let-down’” (Mathews 2014, 1) 
as faculty start to navigate new elements of their job without  
the benefit of the mentoring programs that they enjoyed as 
graduate students and tenure-track faculty members. Baldwin 
et al. (2008, 50) described this stage of the academic career 
as a “period of confusion and reassessment,” with faculty 
members adrift as more work is piled on them. This combi-
nation of additional workload and lack of support results in 
high levels of job dissatisfaction. Using data from Harvard’s 
Collaborative on Academic Careers in Higher Education 
(COACHE) survey, Mamiseishvili, Miller, and Lee (2016) 
reported that associates are less satisfied with many aspects 
of their job than either assistant or full professors and that 
their dissatisfaction grows the longer they are at the associate 
rank (Mathews 2014). These feelings appear to be distinct 
from midlife malaise more generally or from patterns of job 
satisfaction in other professions that, “like adrenaline shots 
for the career, [offer] more articulated opportunities for pro-
motion” (Mathews 2014, 3–4).

Because the path to full professor often is not as clearly 
laid out as the tenure process, faculty must take it upon them-
selves to engage in career planning. According to Kerry Ann 
Rockquemore, president of the National Center for Faculty 
Development & Diversity, faculty members must have an 
agenda lest they “just become part of everybody else’s agenda” 
(Monaghan 2017; see also Buch et al. 2011 and Mathews 2014 
on the importance of post-tenure career planning). Individual 
planning is not sufficient to address institutional deficits, 
however. Although many institutions have created support 

I heard administrators lament the problem of stuck associates and the difficulty finding 
people to serve on committees. Meanwhile I heard faculty colleagues complain that the 
teaching, service, and outreach that they found fulfilling (and that the university claimed 
was central to its strategic goals) counted little toward promotion. Many colleagues avoided 
service altogether to focus on the scholarship that would count toward promotion.
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on the research that is rewarded (Buch et al. 2011; Lundquist 
and Misra 2015; Misra et al. 2011; Modern Language Associ-
ation 2009; Perna 2001). Taking steps to equalize workloads 
across different types of faculty work would help this inequity 
(Perna 2001). However, I submit that although this is neces-
sary, it is not sufficient. Institutions should move toward more 
“flexible and inclusive paths [to promotion] that recognize a 
broader range of contributions” (Buch et al. 2011, 40; see also 
Baldwin et al. 2008; Mathews 2014).

Third, it is possible to make incremental progress on these 
issues, and that progress can be used to push for more fun-
damental change. Discussions about tenure and promotion 
criteria, for example, started more than a decade ago on my 
campus. Many departments, including my own, found that 
clarifying our expectations not only made the process more 
transparent and equitable but also had an unanticipated ben-
efit: focusing our efforts on what we do well and avoiding the 
“academic drift” (Berdahl 1985, 303) of trying to emulate the 

The questions then arise: Who does the work and are they properly rewarded and 
compensated for it? Too often in academia, the answers are “women and minorities” and 
“no.” Several studies confirm the unequal balance of service placed on these colleagues 
and speak to its consequences on their advancement in the profession.

TOWARD A DIFFERENT SYSTEM

During the past several years, my university has been moving 
toward a system that recognizes the changing nature of our 
work and evaluates faculty accordingly. As described previ-
ously, I played a minor role in calling attention to this and 
getting it on the agenda, but the difficult work has been done 
by colleagues active in United Faculty (UF), our faculty union. 
In collective bargaining about post-tenure review in 2015, UF 
proposed a system that revolved around the Boyer (1990) 
model of scholarship. Although UF and the administration 
did not reach agreement at that time, they formed a labor–
management working group to continue discussions. This 
work continued through more traditional shared-governance 
mechanisms after the Iowa legislature in 2017 stripped public 
employees’ unions of their ability to bargain over workload. 
As of this writing, a faculty–administration committee’s 
recommendations about new workload definitions have been 
added to the faculty handbook; its recommendations about 
new evaluation criteria are likely to be approved in the coming 
year. In keeping with our values and priorities as a compre-
hensive university, the new standard workload is 60% teaching, 
25% scholarship, and 15% service. There is much that is still up 
in the air and there are many details to sort out. Ultimately, 
though, I think we will have a system that significantly 
improves the institution’s ability to appropriately reward all 
of the important work that faculty members do.

Our experiences lead me to several suggestions about how 
other universities can move forward on these issues, as well 
as warnings about potential roadblocks. First, these conver-
sations should begin with two simple questions: What does 
my institution claim it values? Do those claims match what it 
actually rewards? When it becomes more concrete to people 
that such misalignment has hampered their career develop-
ment, they can start to talk to one another and move these 
issues higher up on the agenda. This leads to my second sug-
gestion: personal stories matter. When faculty members talk 
to one another about their career goals and frustrations with 
their institution’s lack of support, they build a base of support 
for change.

more research-driven missions of larger universities. Similarly, 
one college within our university had already piloted a new 
pathway to promotion to full professor focused on applied 
research, so we had champions for new models even before 
the discussion began at the university level.

Most opposition has come from faculty rather than from 
administration, and it has centered on two concerns. First is 
the feeling that new pathways to promotion could cheapen 
the value of scholarship or otherwise alter the ability of 
faculty members to follow their research interests where they 
lead. The second objection focuses precisely on the scope of 
work that faculty are asked to do. Some fear that the new 
workload and evaluation criteria—rather than stopping the  
ratcheting up of expectations—will normalize or even increase 
the high demands on faculty time and effort. Both are power-
ful points that must be thoroughly discussed on any campus 
considering these changes. Responding to the first concern 
requires campuses to discuss a larger question: What does 
being a “full” professor mean? Is it a promotion that is 
reserved for distinguished and accomplished scholars, or is 
it a recognition of work—for all kinds of work—that has fur-
thered the university’s commitment to teaching, scholarship, 
and service? I argue that it should be the latter, and that both 
institutional interests and individual careers will be furthered 
and enriched if we so view it. To the second objection, my 
response centers on a sense that traditional emphasis on 
scholarship to the exclusion of other factors certainly has not 
stemmed the pressures increasing our workload. Too often, 
this has allowed some of our colleagues to avoid burdensome 
service work, creating the inequities discussed previously.

Institutional problems require institutional solutions, 
which may involve not only changing rules and processes 
but also challenging norms and institutional culture. The 
challenges, discussions, and solutions will vary across insti-
tutions. However, my review of literature suggests that many 
institutions (and the faculty within them) would benefit from 
pathways to promotion that support faculty career develop-
ment and reward work that furthers all of the institution’s 
goals and priorities.
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