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(27 percent of probationary faculty
and 44 percent of non-tenure-track
faculty feel the same way). 

Interdisciplinary Work
Some faculty might have concerns
about the institution of tenure
because they believe that the tenure
review and promotion process does
not fairly evaluate innovative faculty
work. Although the university
should be an ideal environment for
work across disciplines, properly
valuing and rewarding such work has
been a perennial problem. Higher
education scholar Lisa Lattuca
explored this problem in her 2001
book Creating Interdisciplinarity
and found that much of the resist-
ance to interdisciplinary work lies in
the insularity of particular disci-
plines, the lack of an institutional
climate of interdisciplinarity, and
the structure of the rewards system.
“Disciplinary structures,” Lattuca
writes, “can impede interdisciplinary
scholarship, and faculty are some-
times dissuaded from pursuing
interdisciplinary work by fears of un-
favorable reviews from colleagues.”
Her interviews uncovered “a pervasive

fear among faculty who do interdis-
ciplinary work . . . that colleagues
will neither appreciate nor reward it”;
thus, “engagement in interdiscipli-
narity can be especially intimidating
for junior faculty who depend on the
support of departmental colleagues
for their promotion and tenure.”

The 2004–05 faculty survey found
that, nationally, the vast majority
(83 percent) of faculty do at least
some kind of academic work span-
ning multiple disciplines, and almost
one-third (32 percent) do such work
to a “great extent.” Faculty working
in fields within engineering, the so-
cial sciences, and the humanities are
the most likely to engage in inter-
disciplinary work, although faculty in
the natural sciences (particularly the
physical and biological sciences) also
frequently report doing discipline-
spanning work.

In terms of the tenure and promo-
tion process, many of the faculty
members who are involved in work
spanning multiple disciplines worry
that their scholarship will be under-
valued. For example, faculty doing a
great deal of interdisciplinary work
are the most likely to feel that they

must work harder than their col-
leagues to be perceived as legitimate
scholars and are least likely to believe
that their personal values are congru-
ent with dominant institutional val-
ues (see table). Taken together, these
results indicate that faculty pursuing
multidisciplinary scholarship sense
that their work is “outside of the par-
adigmatic box.” Perhaps not surpris-
ingly, then, the survey found that fac-
ulty who do multidisciplinary work
are the most likely to feel that re-
search and publishing demands as
well as the tenure review and promo-
tion process are sources of stress for
them. On the other hand, they are also
more likely than other scholars to feel
that they have many opportunities to
develop new ideas in their research. 

Even tenured interdisciplinary
scholars are more concerned about
the review processes than tenured
scholars who do not engage in work
that spans disciplines, though junior
faculty conducting interdisciplinary
work feel by far the most vulnerable.
This finding meshes with research
on the relationship between inter-
disciplinarity, faculty interests, and
tenure. As Diana Rhoten of the Social
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Opinions on Tenure: Full-Time Faculty 

SUPPORT:
Tenure is not outmoded
and is essential to attract
the best minds to academe

52%

REJECT:
Tenure is outmoded and 
is not essential to attract
the best minds to academe

25%

MIXED OPINION:
Tenure is outmoded but is
essential to attract the best
minds to academe

9%

MIXED OPINION:
Tenure is not outmoded but
is not essential to attract
the best minds to academe

14%Source: Higher Education Research Institute, 2004–05 Faculty Survey.


