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Academic tenure is a controversial and highly debated topic. Is tenure truly outdated or does it simply need
to be reformed? On one hand, the tenure system has shortcomings including deincentivizing productive
faculty members, inconsistent application of tenure policies and procedures, and the potential for discrim-
ination during tenure decisions. On the other hand, the tenure system is a long held tradition in the academy,
essential in higher education to ensure academic standards and values are upheld in the best interest of
students. It provides faculty members with the academic freedom to try innovative teaching strategies and
conduct research and assists with faculty retention and recruitment. Regardless of one’s opinion, the tenure
debate is not going away and warrants further discussion. This paper represents the work of a group of
academic leaders participating in the 2014-2015 AACP Academic Leadership Fellowship Program. This
work was presented as a debate at the 2015 AACP Interim Meeting in Austin, TX in February 2015.
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INTRODUCTION
So, where does tenure come from? What about the

notion of academic freedom? The Greek philosopher Plato
promoted the concept of academic freedom at his Academy,
a “community of thinkers drawn together in the logical quest
for truth” and “dedicated to the art of critical debate.” Medi-
eval European universities (eg,Oxford,Cambridge), steeped
in influence from the Greek and Roman philosophers, ex-
tended the notion of academic freedom by establishing se-
curity for self-expression in one’s role. The colonization of
America by Great Britain brought a model of higher educa-
tion, and therefore the notion of academic freedom, to the
first American universities, including Harvard, William and
Mary, and Yale. At these institutions, faculty members en-
tered into contracts based on time, creating the beginnings of
the concept of “permanent employment.” This evolved into
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, where fac-
ultymembers at colleges anduniversitiesworked to establish
tenure for continuous employment to protect them from an
administration that could infringe upon their freedom of per-
sonal expression, research, and/or teaching.1

In 1900, an economist at StanfordUniversity, Edward
Ross, lost his job because of his views regarding immigrant

labor building railroads.These viewsdiffered from those of

Jane Lathrop Stanford and her then late husband, Leland

Stanford, the founder of The Leland Stanford Junior Uni-

versity (todayStanfordUniversity) and former president of

the Central Pacific Railroad. Jane Stanford would influ-

ence the university president to remove Edward Ross from

his job.2 The removal of Edward Ross from his position for

his personal views was noticed by other faculty across the

country, including Arthur Lovejoy from Johns Hopkins.3

In 1913, in light of the events surrounding Edward
Ross and others around the country, nine faculty members

came together from the American Economic Association,

theAmerican Political ScienceAssociation, and theAmer-

icanSociological Society to discuss academic freedomand

academic tenure. This would eventually lead to the forma-

tion of the American Association of University Professors

(AAUP).4Additional cases, similar to that ofEdwardRoss,

occurred in 1915, including 17 faculty members from the

University of Utah resigning after the president and board

of trustees abruptly terminated four of their colleagues.
Later in 1915, a list of chartermembers ofAAUPwas

published that included more than 900 professors from
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61 institutions. The AAUP would go on to develop the
1915Declaration of Principles onAcademicFreedomand
Academic Tenure.5 This landmark document stated that
“once appointed, the scholar has professional functions to
perform in which the appointing authorities have neither
competency nor moral right to intervene. The responsi-
bility of the university teacher is primarily to the public
itself, and to the judgment of his own profession.” The
1915 Declaration defines academic freedom in three
areas: (1) inquiry and research, (2) teaching, and (3) free-
dom of expression of one’s opinion outside the university
and/or to engage in political activities. From the 1930s to
the1950s, tenure becamewidespread across US academic
institutions, and theAAUPwould go on to create the 1940
Statement of Principles on Academic Freedom and Ten-
ure.6 In 1957, the first version of the Recommended In-
stitutionalRegulations onAcademic FreedomandTenure
were published and were updated thereafter, with the last
update in 2013.7

The origins of tenure in higher education in theUnited
States are well-documented and, many would argue, well-
intended. However, higher education has evolved since the
early 1900s, and the application of the tenure system to the
current education model is regularly debated. In a climate
where educational institutions are being asked to do more
with less, the question of productivity, and inherently the
impact of tenure on productivity, arises. On one hand, ten-
ure is a necessary and foundational part of higher education
to ensure academic freedom. The academic freedom of an
institution allows faculty members to express their opin-
ions in the context of teaching and research in a way that
protects them from those who may not agree with that
opinion. Additionally, with the rapid increase in the num-
ber of schools of pharmacy—from 80 in 2000 to 132 in
2015—tenure plays an integral role in faculty recruitment
and retention. Many junior faculty members have little
experience coming into a faculty position. Tenure serves
as a structure to provide mentorship from senior, experi-
enced faculty members. This can be crucial to the devel-
opment of junior faculty members.

The other side of the tenure debate holds that tenure
is outdated and should be removed all together or undergo
significant reform because institutions apply unclear or
inconsistent tenure policies and procedures and tenure
decisions can potentially discriminate against individ-
uals. Moreover, the current system creates unproductive
tenured faculty members, and a lack of collegiality and
teamwork can arise between tenure-track and nontenure-
track faculty members, and/or between tenure-track fac-
ulty members and administration.

While much is published regarding tenure in higher
education in the United States, literature regarding the

tenure process and application in pharmacy education is
sparse. The purpose of this paper is to provide a point/
counterpoint of the inclusion and application of tenure in
US colleges of pharmacy.

METHODS
This topic was debated at the 2015 AACP Interim

Meeting in Austin, Texas in the session “Key Issue De-
bate.” Positions were supported by the existing literature
in the fields of pharmacy, allied health, and pharmacy/
allied health education. A literature search was conducted
using PubMed, ERIC, and EBSCO databases with the
following combination of search terms: “faculty AND
tenure” and “college teachers AND academic tenure.”
To capture all relevant references, dates were not limited
in the search. There were 303 references identified ini-
tially, and results were further streamlined to 56 in the
areas of history of tenure, legal cases/controversies, ten-
ure process, evidence for/against tenure, and tenure in the
pharmacy literature.

POINT: IN SUPPORT OF THE CURRENT
TENURE SYSTEM

The 1915 Declaration of Principles on Academic
Freedom and Academic Tenure5 was revised in 1940
and again in 1969 when a joint committee of the AAUP
and the Association of American Colleges met to reeval-
uate this key document. What resulted were interpreta-
tions of the policy after nearly 30 years of experience and
adaptation to the times. These interpretative comments
were then incorporated into a document that the Council
of the AAUP adopted in 1970. The ongoing review and
evolution of these guiding principles on academic free-
dom and tenure demonstrate a need for a constant review
and update of policies in an ever-changing academic en-
vironment, while maintaining the fundamental notion of
protecting academic freedom.

The academic freedom afforded by tenure allows
faculty members the ability to teach and conduct schol-
arly activity without fear of penalty. This includes the
freedom to conduct research for discovery and advance-
ment of knowledge and truth, as well as innovation in the
classroom without fear of consequence from student
course evaluations. It grants faculty members the ability
to attempt and adjust new teaching and learning strate-
gies, which allow students more freedom in learning.8

The ability to innovate and focus on scholarly teaching
not only for those tenured, but also for junior faculty
members, can lead to increased student comprehension
and learning and foster education-based scholarship.9

Ceci et al’s multifactorial experimental survey of 1004

American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education 2016; 80 (6) Article 94.

2

 b
y 

gu
es

t o
n 

M
ay

 2
3,

 2
02

3.
 ©

 2
01

6 
A

m
er

ic
an

 A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n 

of
 C

ol
le

ge
s 

of
 P

ha
rm

ac
y

ht
tp

://
w

w
w

.a
jp

e.
or

g
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 

http://www.ajpe.org


randomly selected faculty members at top-ranked institu-
tions found that full professors weremore likely to submit
an article for publication on a controversial topic than
assistant professors, who felt less comfortable submitting
work.10 Additionally, Pfeiffenberger et al’s survey of
pharmacy faculty members, which examined pharmacy
faculty perceptions of tenure and tenure reform, revealed
that 60%of respondents believed tenurewas doingwhat it
was intended to do: provide academic freedom and allow
for innovation in the classroom.11

In addition to promoting academic freedom, tenure
also supports the retention and recruitment of faculty
members. It fosters an atmosphere of commitment and
motivates faculty members to not only achieve success,
but also gauge excellence. Results from the Pfeiffen-
berger study revealed that 70% of respondents believed
tenure was a way to motivate faculty members to achieve
success, while 72% strongly agreed or agreed that tenure
assisted in retaining faculty members. When comparing
perceptions of clinical vs nonclinical faculty members,
55% of clinical faculty members vs 88% of nonclinical
faculty members believed tenure positively influenced
faculty recruitment.11 This reiterates the point that differ-
ent desires cause facultymembers to pursue a tenure-track
vs a nontenure-track position, supporting the need to
maintain tenure-track positions as an option for those
who desire it.

Retention of faculty members can in turn allow for
a successful and sustainable mentorship program to
develop junior faculty members.12 A 3-year mentorship
program developed for nursing faculty members with
novice-level experience in scholarship and research dem-
onstrated success in advancing desired career outcomes as
a result of scholar-mentoring collaborations with senior
faculty members. In turn, it enhanced retention as a result
of professional fulfillment and led to amentoring relation-
ship that extended past the program period.13 The reten-
tion of productive tenured faculty members helps foster
sustainability of the school by minimizing the time and
resources needed to allocate toward recruitment, while
facilitating consistency in resources available to support
the school in achieving goals outlined in its strategic plan.
This sustainability is also supported by the innate succes-
sion plans at academic institutions that involve the move-
ment of tenured faculty members into administrative
roles. Antony and Raveling’s comparative analysis of
tenure and faculty productivity noted that tenured faculty
members spend more of their time engaged in adminis-
trative duties compared with all other types of faculty
members, implying that tenure allows individuals tomore
fully engage themselves in administrative activities that
better institutions and communities.14

The arguments for eliminating and/or revising tenure
are well known, including the potential for tenure to lead
to unproductive faculty members, inconsistent policies
and procedures that may be applied during tenure and/
or posttenure review, the potential for discrimination dur-
ing tenure-based decisions, and the divide that can exist
within a university, school, or department that has tenure
and nontenure-track faculty members. Arguments sup-
porting the elimination of tenure do not diminish the
1940 Statement of Principles on Academic Freedom
and Tenure. These guiding tenets were never meant to
serve as a static document but used to set a framework
to guide adaptations to the changing times and circum-
stances in academia.

The tenure process is not outdated based on the guid-
ing principles of academic freedom and tenure. It is a sys-
tem of due process not only for tenure, but also for
dismissal of faculty members for cause, not for gender,
race, views, or research. One can argue that the tenure
process or the posttenure review process and its develop-
ment and/or implementation should be adapted or modi-
fied, but the fundamental framework is sound. The tenure
debate always has been and probably will always be con-
sidered “controversial.” Controversy is at the central core
of academic freedom that the entire statement is designed
to foster.

Regarding productivity, the majority of tenured fac-
ulty members contribute in a productive manner to the
academy at large by creating a track record of research
that can be referenced for further development of ideas.
They also promote positive reputations for universities by
acquiring grant funding and public recognition. A study
designed to assess scholarly activities of the most pro-
ductive clinical laboratory science faculty members and
schools found that seasoned tenured researchers are most
apt to gain external funding and present internationally as
a result of their previous research and reputations in their
respective professional community.15

To address arguments for eliminating tenure based
on unclear or inconsistent application of tenure policies
and procedures and the potential for discrimination of
individuals in tenure decisions, the solution is tenure re-
form to include the provision of clear and objective crite-
ria. A school ofmedicine that implemented a nonpunitive,
posttenure review process, had positive outcomes. Al-
though nonpunitive, they had a clear plan of objectives,
goals related to deficiencies, and faculty development
opportunities for improvement. Resources also were pro-
vided to faculty members to ensure success with the re-
view process. What resulted was increased research
productivity, faculty commitment and participation in
the institution, and a sense of revitalization in faculty
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careers.16 Many debate that tenure protects poorly per-
forming facultymembers from termination, but the tenure
system allows for these provisions as long as there is due
process, which typically involves documented notifica-
tion followed by an opportunity for appeal. Adequate
reasons for dismissal may include insubordination, in-
competence, or failure to perform proficiently, as well
as program termination. The posttenure review process
also may assist in due process if tenure elimination is
warranted.17 Lastly, to address the divide that can exist
between nontenure and tenured faculty members, the so-
lution is revisiting policy to recognize faculty members
based on rank status as opposed to tenure status. Again,
reform in the area of policies and procedures is the solu-
tion, not the elimination of tenure in its entirety.

COUNTERPOINT: IN SUPPORT OF TENURE
ELIMINATION OR REFORM

Tenure was implemented as a means of providing
academic freedom for those in academia but has evolved
over the past 75-plus years into a political hot button. At
times, it can be unfair, inconsistent, result in unproductive
faculty members, and hamper the collaboration and in-
novation needed for optimal teaching, service, and schol-
arship. Articles and legal cases provide evidence on why
tenure needs to be removed from higher education or at
least reformed.

One major concern with the tenure system is that
granting tenure can lead to unproductive faculty mem-
bers. Once a faculty member has achieved tenure and
been promoted, the incentive to perform at a high level
may be significantly reduced. In fact, the tenure system
may promote complacency and allow faculty members to
underachieve while leaving the institution no recourse. In
addition, tenured faculty members are the highest paid
faculty members, leaving universities with less money
to hire new faculty members and adjust to the changing
academic climate. Tenure is a long-term commitment of
the institution to a faculty member.18 With the age limit
for retirement being eliminated with the Age Discrimina-
tion in Employment Act, tenured faculty members tech-
nically never have to retire. It is a guaranteed job for life
with no guarantee of productivity or continued contribu-
tion to research and education.

The timeframe of tenure decisions requires hard work
from faculty members early on to achieve tenure and de-
incentivizes long-term productivity. Once a faculty mem-
ber achieves tenure, unless there is a robust posttenure
review process, there is no continued incentive to excel.
And even if there is a posttenure review process and annual
reviews for faculty members, these “formal evaluations”
can be considered nonpunitive because the facultymember

is already tenured. The merits of a posttenure review are
debatable as to whether it saves the tenure system.19 In the
Pfeiffenberger et al study referenced above, approximately
one out of every three surveyed faculty members strongly
disagreed/disagreed with the statement that “tenured fac-
ultymembers remain current and active in teaching.”There
was also a consensus that tenured faculty members did not
stay active in the areas of research (30%) and service
(25%). Overall, 63% agreed that tenure reform is needed
in academic pharmacy.11

Another concern with the tenure system is unclear or
inconsistent application of tenure policies and procedures.
The Pfeiffenberger study revealed that 22%of respondents
strongly disagreed/disagreed that “my institution’s faculty
governance documents provide clear and objective criteria
for attainment of tenure.” Additionally, 13% strongly dis-
agreed/disagreed with the statement that “my institution
adheres to the tenure criteria when making decisions re-
garding tenure.”11 One may argue that these are small per-
centages compared with the majority of respondents who
were in agreement with those statements. However, when
dealing with such a high-stakes issue and decision such as
tenure, this is an important percentage to consider.

An institution’s promotion and tenure policies can be
unclear and contain vague definitions and standards of
what is needed to achieve tenure in the areas of teaching,
service, and scholarship.20 As a result of such vague poli-
cies, inconsistent decisions can be rendered because of the
potential for interpretation. Approximately 50% of faculty
members in a tenure-track position did not clearly under-
stand the tenure policies by their fifth year.21 Couple this
with insufficient facultymentoring and a host of factors too
varied in a high-stakes tenure decision arise. These results
mirror those of a 2015 AACP faculty survey, in which
approximately 16% of respondents disagreed or strongly
disagreed that their school consistently applied promotion
and/or tenure policies and procedures.22

There is also potential for discrimination during ten-
ure decisions. The literature is filled with cases involving
discrimination based on gender and race. For example,
approximately 31% of surveyed pharmacy faculty mem-
bers strongly agreed/agreed that female faculty members
face steeper barriers to attaining tenure in comparison to
their male peers.11 In addition, although more women
graduated from professional and graduate programs and
received more PhDs than in previous decades, they were
still less likely to achieve tenure compared with males at
4-year institutions.23 Also, African-American and His-
panic faculty members are less likely to achieve tenure
compared with other races.24 One must also consider the
high number of tenure appeals and court cases regarding
denial of tenure based on race and/or gender.
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Finally, in schools where there is both tenure and non-
tenure track faculty members, a divide can exist between
faculty members as a result of different expectations. This
may lead to a 2-tiered faculty system. Faculty members in
tenure-trackpositions and/or tenuredpositionsmay receive
additionalmentorship and resources from the institution. In
addition, tenure-track and tenured faculty members often
are on an academic year schedule, while nontenure-track
faculty members are on a calendar year schedule. Add to
this that nontenure-track facultymembers oftenmay not be
eligible to serve on some committees, such as promotion
and tenure and, in some instances, cannot participate in
institutional governance to the same degree as their tenure
track colleagues. In 2015, 51% of pharmacy faculty mem-
bers noted they were in a tenure-track position, 35% were
in a nontenure-track position, and 15% were at an institu-
tion without a tenure system.11 This is also found in med-
ical schools, where there is often a 2-tiered system that
separates clinicians from basic scientists.25 Whether it is
status, job security, or involvement in faculty governance,
differences can result in a divide in an environment where
collaboration is critical. Moreover, a 2005 survey from the
Higher Education Research Institute reported that 34% of
faculty members believed tenure was outdated.26

Strict timelines to achieve tenure shift the goal from
quality to quantity, potentially hindering creativity and
innovation. For example, it is difficult to conduct high
level research, receive funding, complete projects, and
publish results in a timely fashion.Thismay limit a faculty
members’ creativity and may force them to pursue less
risky research. In addition, faculty members trying to
achieve tenure often are focused more on research, with
little time to hone teaching skills and develop innovative
strategies in the classroom.

At many institutions, the tenure decision comes
down to the faculty member being productive in the area
of grantsmanship, with a high priority being placed on
federal grants where indirect costs are significant. With
the high teaching expectations that practice faculty mem-
bers face, coupled with precepting and clinical services,
this leaves little time to pursue high-level research that
would lead to significant federal funding. In addition, for
science faculty members in tenure-track positions, the
pursuit of federal grant money is becoming more and
more difficult.Whenone pursues federal funding to a high
degree, this may lead to deficiencies within the classroom
and, ultimately, impact the education of students.

CONCLUSION
Strong arguments exist on both sides of the academic

tenure debate. Throughout this Point/Counterpoint, both
sides referred to the paper by Pfeiffenberger et al that

appeared in AJPE in 2014.11 Sixty percent of respondents
felt that tenure in academic pharmacy was doing what it
was intended to do, which is to provide academic freedom
and allow for innovation. However, 63% agreed that ten-
ure reform was needed. It appears that the real problem
may liewith the application of tenure, not tenure itself. By
adopting tenure reform, elements of tenure that protect
faculty members could remain, yet provisions could be
included to ensure fairness in faculty productivity and
accountability.
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