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Introduction

2004 marks the seventh consecutive year in which Penn State has analyzed the rates at
which its provisionally appointed faculty achieve tenure. Tabulations are shared annually
with Penn State’s deans and with the University Faculty Senate.

Distribution of Penn State Faculty

Penn State employs approximately 5,500 academic FTE faculty (including part-time
faculty and graduate assistants). There are approximately 4,400 headcount full-time
faculty members. Of these, about 2,600 are either tenured or on the tenure track. The
following data are University-wide counts for full-time faculty in Fall 2003.

Tenured 1,767 ( 40%)
Provisional 854 ( 19%)
Other 1.815 ((41%)
Total 4,436 (100%)

(Source: Penn State, 2004)
Tenure-Track Progression of Assistant Professors
As shown in Table 1, in any given year, about 100 to 150 faculty members enter
provisional status at Penn State. For the last seven entering cohorts (that is, those
beginning in 1990 through 1996), about 55 percent of new entrants had received tenure by

the end of their seventh year on the tenure track.

Table 1 also shows tenure rates by gender and minority status. Tenure rates for females
were lower than for males (46 percent and 59 percent). Tenure rates for minority faculty
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and non-minority faculty are almost identical (52 percent and 55 percent) going back to to
1990.

Table 2 presents a location analysis, limited to the two most recent entering cohorts (1995
and 1996) for which data through the seventh year are available. (This is because of the
numbers of individuals from earlier cohorts who changed tenure-granting units as part of
Penn State’s 1997 campus and college reorganization, and the resultant data analysis
complications). Tenure rates for University Park and other campus colleges are similar (57
percent and 55 percent). Both are higher than for the College of Medicine (38 percent), but
there are few observations for the College of Medicine (13 entrants for the two cohorts).

Table 3 provides detail on specific groups by ethnicity for the 1995 and 1996 entering
cohorts. As shown in that table, for the two cohorts that have most recently gone through
the process, tenure rates have been 53 percent for Whites, 60 percent for Hispanics, 62
percent for Blacks, and 67 percent for Asian faculty members.

Tables 1, 2, and 3 only indicate whether faculty members received tenure; they do not
explain why things happened. In particular, many individuals leave voluntarily, not
necessarily because they were denied tenure. Penn State has been exploring some of those
matters via an annual faculty exit survey and interview process, conducted since 1997.
That study shows that departing female faculty are younger (age 45 versus age 53) than
their male counterparts, and that females are more likely than males (52 percent versus 34
percent) to leave because of a more attractive position elsewhere. A complete report on
that project is available online (Penn State, 2003).

Definitions. Each cohort in Tables 1 and 2 includes new entrants into provisional status.
So, for example, ABDs hired initially into a fixed-term position are included in a tenure
cohort for the year in which they formally entered the tenure track. The cohorts also
include library faculty of equivalent rank. Tables 1 and 2 track cohorts through the seventh
year — that is, one year past the normal tenure-decision point. This accounts for individuals
who temporarily “stopped the clock™ for one year (for example, for medical reasons).
Typically there are 6 to 12 such individuals, University-wide, in any year’s cohort.

Table 1 includes faculty from University Park colleges, Behrend, Capital, and Hershey,
and it excludes individuals who changed tenure-granting unit. This mainly excludes faculty
from campuses that were in the former Commonwealth Educational System prior to Penn
State’s July 1, 1997 reorganization of its campus college system. There are also occasional
instances in which other faculty members changed tenure-granting unit (for example, from
the College of Science to the College of Engineering), and they would likewise be
excluded. Table 1, in short, profiles a uniform set of individuals who were in a single
tenure-granting unit throughout their provisional period.

Table 2 is an alternative presentation, based on starting location for all 1995 and 1996
entrants to provisional status. This definition is not quite as clean as that used for Table 1,
but it is more inclusive. For example, Table 2 would include an individual whose initial



tenure-granting unit was a University Park college, but whose starting /ocation was
Altoona, and who changed tenure-granting unit as part of the reorganization of Penn
State’s campus college system.

National Context and Comparisons

The 1998 version of this report began with the quote: “Tenure has become the academy’s
version of the abortion issue — a controversy marked by passion, polemics, and hardened
convictions” (Chait, 1997), and interest in the topic of tenure has not dissipated. However,
much of what is written about tenure involves ideological questions, advice, and value
judgments.

There are also straightforward questions about the distribution of faculty and the rates at
which faculty achieve tenure. Unfortunately for the purposes of this analysis, most of the
reports we have found present data on the topic in one of two ways.

The first approach is to show the percentage of total faculty who are tenured. Of course,
this figure varies considerably by institutional type, by institution, and even by college and
department within institutions, but the most recent National Survey of Postsecondary
Faculty dataset, from 1999, is representative. According to the NSOPF, nationally 55
percent of full-time faculty were tenured in 1998-99 (Lee, 2001); this compares to Penn
State’s Fall 2002 figure of 40 percent.

The second typical presentation — which can be found relatively easily for numerous
individual colleges or universities — reports the proportion of decisions that result in the
awarding of tenure. The proportion of favorable decisions is naturally quite high, usually
in the vicinity of 90 percent, because of the attrition of faculty members who, for whatever
reason, exit their institutions before reaching the tenure-decision point. Penn State data of
that sort are not tabulated in this report. However, the Vice Provost’s office does track that
information and the proportion is consistently at or above 90 percent. In 2001-02, 92
percent of the sixth-year cases that Penn State reviewed resulted in recommendations for
tenure; in 2002-03, the corresponding figure was 96 percent.

Neither of the two types of analyses described above really addresses the question of
interest here, namely, “What proportion of assistant professors entering the tenure-track
actually achieve tenure?” Comparative information on that question is relatively limited,
but some reference points are available for other research universities.

University of Missouri. 39 percent of 385 assistant professors hired in five cohorts in the
1980s in the University of Missouri system secured tenure within six years (Eimers, 1995).
Note that Table 1 and Table 2 analyze Penn State tenure rates through the seventh year, to
account for individuals who stop the clock. The seventh year adds about seven percent to
Penn State’s tenure rate. If the Missouri figure were adjusted on that basis, Missouri’s rate
would rise to about 46 percent. While that figure of 46 percent is admittedly imprecise, it
probably provides a fairly reasonable comparison to Penn State’s tenure rate of 55 percent.



Logistic regression of the Missouri dataset found that gender did not help to predict
whether an assistant professor would receive tenure. Also, ethnicity was generally not
strongly related to tenure outcomes. There were some relatively weak, but statistically
significant, negative relationships between being African-American or Hispanic and the
likelihood of receiving tenure for some campuses and/or disciplines in the Missouri
analysis.

University of Minnesota. Researchers examined the histories of tenure-track assistant
professors hired between 1972 and 1985 by the University of Minnesota’s Institute of
Technology and College of Biological Sciences (Jones and Hoenack, 1992). Of 104
entrants, 74 individuals, or 71 percent, were promoted to associate professor. Because the
Minnesota study used a multivariate model (logit analysis), the researchers were able to
conclude that when controlling for other variables — such as number of publications, years
of previous experience, and number of courses taught — women were more likely than men
to be awarded tenure. That gender difference was small, but statistically significant.

Stanford University. In 1999, to address its hiring and promotion record in the context of
equal opportunity considerations, Stanford University released data on tenure rates for
assistant professors hired from 1987 through 1991. For those cohorts, at Stanford, 50
percent of men and 51 percent of women were awarded tenure (Robinson, 1999).

University of Wisconsin-Madison. A study examined 1,530 probationary faculty
members hired between 1978 and 1997 at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Of those,
about 60 percent had received tenure. A smaller proportion of women than men received
tenure — 53 percent of women faculty and 64 percent of men were promoted during the
analysis period (Harrigan, 1997).

Miami of Ohio. The institutional research office at Miami University of Ohio has shared
unpublished data on tenure rates of assistant professors hired in tenure-track positions from
1982 through 1995, compiled through Spring 2001 (Krallman, 2003). For that starting
population of 506 new, tenure-track assistant professors, the overall tenure rate was 64
percent. The tenure rate was lower for females (58 percent) than males (69 percent); a
higher percentage of females (32 percent) than males (21 percent) left Miami before the
decision.

We stated earlier that an apparently plausible indicator of the stringency or laxity of the
tenure process — the percentage of tenure awards or denials at the decision point — is a bit
ambiguous. As at Penn State, where over 90 percent of decisions lead to tenure awards (as
discussed above), Miami’s data reinforce that observation. On average, only nine percent
of the entering cohort in the Miami analysis actually resulted in tenure denials, but over
one-quarter of the entering cohort had left before reaching the decision point.

Other Research Universities. A presentation on the topic of tenure-track progression at a
2003 professional meeting of institutional researchers confirmed that comparable data and



studies are relatively scarce (Dooris, 2003). Directors of institutional research from two
other research universities (that is, in addition to those mentioned above) communicated
that their institutional research offices compile similar data for internal use by central
administration, but that the information is not shared more broadly.

Discussion

Direct institutional comparisons for Penn State’s tenure-flow profile have, for the most
part, not been readily identifiable. Definitions and methodologies do vary somewhat
among the peer institution studies that have been found, and conclusions can vary
considerably based on parameters established for particular analyses.

What is the “right” tenure rate? The literature does not answer this question, with good
reason: there are fairly obvious tradeoffs between higher and lower rates. For example,
does a high tenure rate indicate a lack of rigor in the promotion and tenure process? Or
does a high rate reflect faculty excellence, and effective processes for recruitment,
mentoring, evaluation, and retention? Does a lower tenure rate mean that a university has
high standards for tenure? Or does a low rate suggest that the institution is investing
energy and money inefficiently, given the cost of hiring and developing new faculty
members? As noted in one report (Eimers, 1995, p.12), on this question, “there are not
common standards shared by peer institutions.”

Based on the data reviewed here (and subject to definitional differences), comparative
tenure rates appear to in the range of about 40 percent to about 70 percent. The picture is
mixed on the effects of gender; in some cases, women are tenured at higher rates, and in
others at lower rates. With one exception (the University of Missouri, as noted above), the
peer institution studies reviewed here did not relate differences in tenure rates to
minority/non-minority status.

Again, the comparisons are imprecise, but Penn State’s overall tenure rates appear to fall
about in the mid-range of available benchmarks.
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