
 
 

1 
 

BEING HONEST ABOUT TENURE IN THE UNITED STATES: 

THE NEED FOR TENURE SYSTEM REFORM WITHIN INSTITUTIONS  

OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

 

By 

 

Dr. Arthur Gross-Schaefer*, Sona Gala**, Jillian Jaccard***, and Luke Vetter**** 

 

Draft 

 

 

Is tenure at the university level in need of reform? This complex and highly charged 

question cannot be answered without a comprehensive understanding of the origins of tenure and 

its historical development in the United States education system.  Simply stated, it is critical to 

fathom the experience of medieval scholars regarding the oppression they faced from outside 

groups including the church, government, and academic administrators. These multifaceted 

manifestations of outside interference were significant factors in the initial development of 

tenure from the medieval times, and the influence of such origins continues to be viewed as 

critical foundations for the contemporary continuation of the tenure system.  Accordingly, the 

paper begins by tracing the history of tenure, from its inception in Europe to its emergence in the 

United States. The paper also examines the significant role played by the American Association 

of University Professors (AAUP) in defining tenure at the collegiate level today.  The manuscript 

then moves into an analysis of the current state of tenure through the review of key aspects of the 

university tenure process. The article concludes with observations and suggestions regarding 

tenure.  It is the authors’ sincere belief that this article will help to engage those interested in the 

quality of higher education in a robust and nuanced discussion on the need for tenure reform. 

 

PART I: History of Tenure 

 

 Academic Tenure in Europe 

Academic tenure in the United States hails from European universities that had their 

origins in the medieval Catholic setting.  Higher education in Europe generally took place for 

hundreds of years in cathedral and monastic schools, under the watchful eye of the Church 

hierarchy. As Europe urbanized, the clergy clung to their academic roots and attempted to 

safeguard their historic influence within the higher education sector.  Theologians were degreed 

masters who were direct products of the medieval university. During the Middle Ages, scholars 

were offered special benefits, including protection and compensation for injuries.
1
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By the Thirteenth century, the subject of tenure had become both a heated political and 

religious issue.  Chancellors for various institutions were in control of awarding teaching 

licenses.  Their power to award or revoke academic status forced scholars to swear their 

allegiance to the chancellor. Believing this was an abuse of power, the scholars appealed to 

Rome and won.  The resulting papal decree stated that a chancellor could only award licentia 

docendi
2
 to individuals certified by the faculty, and that an oath of obedience must be sworn to 

the university, rather than to the particular chancellor.  This decree also outlawed the 

chancellor’s power of revocation.
3
  

 While the point of the decree was to keep one’s performance as a scholar separate from 

assumed external authority in terms of faculty qualification issues, history demonstrated that the 

papal decree was much more effective on paper than in practice.  In Paris, for example, bishops 

had the power to try scholarly offenders of canon law and punish them accordingly.  Scholars 

initiated resistance to the bishops’ actions by expanding the power of competing courts: the court 

of the conservator apostolic, which protected papal interests, and the court of academic rector, 

which represented the university.
4
 

  In 1219, bishops were forbidden to excommunicate a teacher or a student without the 

Pope’s approval.
5
  During this time, tenure was essentially characterized by admission to a 

“body” which had legal power, governmental authority, and a degree of independent 

sovereignty.  These “bodies” were known as quasi-autonomous guilds composed of masters and 

scholars.
6
  The guilds operated on a fine line between seeking protection from the Church or 

Monarchy, and combating their authority as a means to maintain their independence.
7
  Despite 

battles with church hierarchy, admission to the guild was achieved through demonstration of 

specific qualifications, or having certain academic credentials, and could only be revoked by the 

guild itself.
8
  Walter Metzger states, “At bottom, tenure as a privilege was a declaration of 

opposition to any academic sanction from any nonacademic source.”
9
  The guilds did have their 

disadvantages, though.  Members had to conform to rules made by the guild, which often 

governed nonacademic aspects of members’ lives that reached well beyond the scope of 

scholasticism.
10

  Personal independence was effectively sacrificed to gain collective power.
11

   

During the Reformation in Europe, the power of faculty tenure was significantly 

diminished.  While papal supremacy and control disappeared, monarchies financial support 

became the critical source of funds for scholars and universities.  Professors became heavily 

reliant upon the state for monetary support, and the distinction between “inside” and “outside,” 

the classic tenurial was destroyed.  The King of France went so far as to set up the Parliament of 

Paris, which was a supreme tribunal of universities designed to allow the law of the state to reign 

supreme.
12

  Thus, while scholars appeared to gain their rightful autonomy, they still remained 

heavily reliant upon the state for funding.
13

   

By the 19
th

 century, academic autonomy was in fact relegated to next to nothing.  

Scholars were required to obtain approval from higher powers in the government before acting.
14

  

In England, royalty was placed in charge of universities.  The royals readily exercised their 

power by placing favorites in high academic positions, while eliminating those who held 

differing opinions.
15

    

Academic Tenure in the United States 

Shifting our focus toward North America, academic tenure had become an issue even 

before the Declaration of Independence was signed. By the early 1700s, the concept of tenure 

was being discussed and defined in the universities of the 13 colonies that would soon be called 

the United States.
16
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 Harvard University was a pioneer in developing the meaning and implications of tenure 

in the new America. Tenure was originally set up as a system based on an indefinite contractual 

relationship between the institution and the scholar.
17

  Harvard then began to establish term 

limits allowing for only short-term professorial appointments.
18

  Josiah Quincy, the president of 

Harvard, stated:  

The corporation began to perceive the inconvenience (of appointing) very young men 

without limitation of time, who, if they possessed good talents would speedily be induced to 

resign and (who) if they did not possess the ability to become eminent in a profession, would be 

fixed on the college for life.”
19

   

In Mr. Quincy’s opinion, if Harvard allowed indefinite tenure, the university would be 

stuck with inferior professors forever, while superior ones would resign and go to universities 

where they would receive better benefits.  The purpose of the limited appointment was “to excite 

tutors from time to time to greater care and fidelity in their work.”
20

  Job insecurity, it was 

thought, would be a deterrent for poor performance and thus inspire greater effort. 

From the late colonial period on, the “protective potency of indefinite tenure declined.”
21

  

This can be observed by comparing Yale’s tenure policies in the 1700 with the changes that 

developed in the 1800’s.  In 1701 Yale University’s constitution adopted the position of a 

trustee, who believed a professor could only be dismissed if they displayed a lack of good 

behavior.
22

  In 1745, Yale moved away from their initial position on tenure and adopted a new 

document, giving the university discretionary power to combat theological sin.  Professors could 

now be dismissed for cause, which included any misdemeanor, unfaithfulness, default, or 

incapacity.
23

  Unfortunately for the professors at Yale, the university’s governing board was 

solely occupied by Congregational clergy.
24

  By the end of the Civil War in 1865, the standards 

at Yale had become even more lenient, allowing for professors at Yale to be dismissed for 

“inadequate performance of duty and misconduct.”
25

  Rules at institutions of higher learning 

throughout the United States were unraveling and it was becoming easier for clergy-run 

university boards to fire professors.  Hiring requirements were eliminated and the board could 

now fire anyone for virtually any reason.
26

   

Even more surprising, the requirement of a trial to fire someone was dropped in the early 

19
th

 century because it was such a painful and costly ordeal.  Between 1860 and 1914, a study of 

eighty-eight dismissals and four near dismissals found that only six were preceded by a proper 

termination hearing.
27

  Tenure offered very little protection for unwanted professors and 

institutions simply did not want to deal with trials and hearings.   

One of the factors that contributed to the decline in the power of tenure was the decline of 

religious power in American universities; wealthy secular donors replaced religious leaders as 

trustees. By the beginning of the 20
th

 century, two-thirds of trustees at universities were 

businessmen.
28

  With the evolution of academic research, wealthy trustees only funded 

professors who had similar views, especially economic and political.   Because universities were 

so desperate for funding, many professors with controversial views were dismissed, especially if 

their views differed from those held by members of the board or donors.
29

   

Professors felt that they needed tenure to create a fair balance of power between the 

board and the faculty.  They wanted to be able to speak in public as normal citizens without 

looming punishment or professional repercussions.
30

  A professor’s only defense was his right to 

challenge the administration in court, but only a small number exercised that right.  Those few 

cases proved unsuccessful; the court stated that professors could be fired without a formal 

hearing or a show of cause.
31

  Professors tried utilizing employment law tactics in the courtroom, 
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but courts were extremely hesitant to order reinstatement through the equity tool of specific 

performance.
32

  An unwritten rule developed: professors would not sue the president. The 

professor did not want to sacrifice his relationship with the president, not only for personal 

reasons, but also because the president had nearly unlimited disciplinary power.
33

  

 In 1894, a Wisconsin state court case, Gillan v. Board of Regents of Normal Schools, 

declared that the Board of Regents did not have to offer a pre-dismissal hearing because the trial 

and the publicity would just hurt the school.
34  

The power of the pleasure principle, which would 

be defined a few years later, was given to the Board in order to facilitate a silent removal of 

faculty members.
35

 This gave, in effect, the Board of Regents absolute control over employment.   

In 1898, the pleasure principle was defined in the case People Ex Rel Kelsey v. New 

York Medical School.
36

  The principle simply stated that if a professor may leave at his pleasure, 

then the board may terminate his employment status at its pleasure.
37

  Along similar lines a year 

later, a ruling in an Arizona state court, DeVol v Board of Regents of University of Arizona, 

became law.  In 1899, the court took the position that a promise of appointment for a specific 

term was legally unenforceable because it was in direct violation of the interests of the 

institution.
38  

Time commitments could not be ingrained in a contract because such a contract 

could potentially restrict a university from acting in its best interest.
39

   

As predicted, without unlimited terms, the best professors had no interest in teaching at 

Harvard.  Desperate to attract and keep high scholars in the late 19
th

 century, Harvard offered 

lifelong positions to two sought-after European professors.  Without the lifelong appointments, 

these top quality professors would not have been attracted to a teaching job at Harvard.
40

  Soon 

the “up and out rule” was applied to the university system.
41

  There was a hierarchy of ranks set 

up for a professor to move through, with the lower ranks serving as proving grounds.  Once you 

proved yourself, you could move “out” of the lower ranks and “up” into the higher ranks.  While 

the “out” was supposed to limit time spent in the lower ranks, this theory was never put into 

practice.  Because no specific time limits were set with respect to remaining in the lower ranks, 

professor stagnated at the lower level and never moved “up and out”.
42

   

 The other 19
th

 century method, used primarily in state schools, gave each professor a 

one-year term.  Good professors would get a renewed contract at the end of the year.  University 

presidents did not like this method because in the spring, professors were distracted from 

teaching to instead focus on keeping their jobs. Presidents came to prefer contracts for lower 

ranked employees and indefinite appointments for higher ranked ones.
43

  The trend moved 

toward indefinite appointment.   

By 1910, none of the 22 universities that made up the American Association of 

University Professors (AAUP) made faculty members renew contracts annually, except for those 

ranked at instructor.
44

  In contrast, a survey of 43 land grant colleges done in 1914 revealed that 

only two appointed teachers did not have to renew annually.
45

  American professors were now 

expecting the treatment the Germans received with respect to tenure.  At higher levels, professors 

in Germany received indefinite appointment except for “grave dereliction.”
46

  At lower levels, 

contract renewals were based on proficiency.  To dismiss a professor from the higher levels, a 

judicial body had to bring the case against the professor, while at lower levels, the professor had 

to defend himself.
47

   

One of the biggest steps in the development of academic tenure as it is seen in the United 

States today, was the formation of the AAUP in January 1915.
48

  At first, the AAUP was 

centered on two proposals.  The first was to create tenure rules to favor professors, and have 

them standardized nationally.  The second proposal asked for fellow professors to be judges in 
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all dismissal cases.
49

  Ironically, the majority of the people who signed these proposals were 

extremely talented professors who were the least in need of new tenure rules.
50 

  The writer of the AAUP proposals, Arthur Lovejoy, was an admired and accomplished 

professor at John Hopkins University.  Some years earlier, in 1900, Lovejoy had been a co-

worker of Edward Ross at Stanford.  Ross was then in the middle of one of the biggest academic 

freedom cases of the time.
51

  He was fired because he had conflicting views with the university’s 

benefactor, Jane Lathrop Stanford, who had complete control over the board of trustees and the 

whole university.  Stanford’s opposition to Ross originated years earlier in 1896 when Ross 

expressed political views that Stanford did not like.
52

  The comments that led to Ross’s dismissal 

involved his opposition to bringing Oriental labor into the United States, as well as his belief in 

public ownership of municipal utilities.  Neither of these views were expressed in a classroom 

setting, but rather, were expressed during off-campus speeches.
53 

  The public reacted strongly to this incident because they feared that such constraints 

would halt the advancement of science.
54

  In a personal collection of over 500 articles about the 

incident, Ross found that 29 out of every 30 articles written were in his favor.  He also had 

strong support from the labor unions and many politicians.
55

   

The president of the university, David Starr Jordan, was originally a strong supporter of 

Ross, but in order to save the university, he had to side with Stanford. He proclaimed that Ross 

was fired for his own shortcomings.
56

  The president announced this specific reason for 

termination because he needed to attract top social scientists. Admitting that social scientists 

should watch what they say would not be conducive to his recruitment efforts.
57

  At the time, 

social scientists were the strongest advocates of academic freedom, largely because they tended 

to express the controversial views that resulted in termination.   

Lovejoy believed that removals were often based on reasons of political pressure rather 

than caused by poor performance or impropriety. His suspicions were heavily based on the fact 

that Ross was denied a trial and a hearing.
58

  Lovejoy devised two solutions; the first would 

require turning the dismissal process into a judicial process set up to catch improper removals, 

and the second would require that some sort of impartial investigation take place.
59

  

The incident at Stanford impassioned the academic community by illuminating that a 

drastic change to the current system was necessary to protect academic rights and personal 

freedom of expression.  That encouraged Arthur Lovejoy, along with seventeen other faculty 

members at Johns Hopkins University where he was teaching following his resignation from 

Stanford, to send the letter to full professors at nine other prestigious universities; this 

coordinated effort resulted in the founding of the AAUP. The letter asked these individuals to 

help form an association of professors that encompassed all fields.
60

   

Prior to issuing their first report, the association conducted an investigation of five 

universities that were chosen based on incidences of professor rights violations.  The American 

Economic Association, American Political Science Association, and American Sociological 

Association already had committees working together to study academic freedom and tenure.  

These groups, along with the AAUP’s newly formed Committee on Academic Freedom and 

Tenure, were under intense pressure to investigate these complaints quickly because the number 

of instances in which professors felt they were treated unfairly was growing rapidly.
61

  The first 

subject of investigation was the University of Utah, which Arthur Lovejoy personally visited.  

He found that all professors were appointed for one-year terms, and they could be terminated at 

the will of the board.  There was no legal structure or standard regarding termination or 

reappointment. Everything was done on a case-by-case basis, which the president and the board 
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oversaw.  Lovejoy also noted instances of termination and demotions without due process.
62

  At 

the University of Colorado, a prominent law professor was dismissed for representing the 

miner’s union despite the governor’s and president’s warnings against doing so.
63

  At Weslyan 

University in Connecticut, a professor was fired for things he said that had no relation to a 

classroom or teaching setting, and had nothing to do with his specialty.  Furthermore, he was not 

given a trial.
64

  In a similar situation, Scott Nearing, a professor at the University of 

Pennsylvania, was not given a contract renewal due to off-campus statements.  The Board of 

Trustees, as well as many large donors, rushed the decision without any formal process, refused 

to listen to hundreds of supportive students and faculty, and refused to give a reason for his 

termination.
65

  The university claimed that because “non-renewal” was not the same as dismissal, 

the decision did not involve academic freedom issues.
66

   

In 1915, the AAUP released its first statement.  In the statement, the AAUP said that in 

order for professors to perform their best in the classroom, they must have “assurances of an 

honorable and secure position.”
67

  The AAUP also noted that it wanted a faculty body to decide 

whether or not someone should be dismissed.  The people determining who should be fired, they 

said, should not be the administration, but rather, part of the profession.
68  

The AAUP was calling 

for a trial in front of other faculty.  A trial by one's peers was a major part of the AAUP’s agenda 

and they were greatly opposed to anything else.
69

   

As part of their 1915 statement, the AAUP wanted to tie tenure more closely to judicial 

procedure. Before a faculty dismissal, there would be a mandatory faculty trial.  This right, 

however, only applied to the higher-ranking professors who already had tenure.
70

  The right was 

not extended to lower level faculty because the AAUP still believed that someone should prove 

his or her merit before receiving such honorable rights.
71

  All those who completed a fixed 

period of probation, however, should be given indefinite tenure.
72

 

  The AAUP’s next big statement was issued in 1925. Expanding on the 1915 

proclamation, it promoted that the “accused teacher should always have an opportunity to face 

his accusers.”
73

  At this point, faculty still had not yet received official power, but merely 

provided advice to the Board of Trustees, as requested.
74

   

Fifteen years later, the 1940 Statement of Principles on Academic Freedom and Tenure 

by the AAUP was released, becoming its most widely endorsed and influential paper.  Tenure 

became defined as “(1) freedom of teaching and research and of extramural activities, and (2) a 

sufficient degree of economic security to make the profession attractive to men and women of 

ability.”
75

  The document stated that all dismissals must be for adequate cause and that the Board 

of Trustees must almost always allow a faculty trial.
76

  Prior to the trial, the Board must also 

present written charges against the professor.   

While the AAUP was actively seeking to provide policies to protect professors, courts 

also moved in the direction of protecting professors.  The courts decided that a state, as an 

employer of public universities, must give professors the right to be heard before dismissal.
77

  

Essentially, the courts determined that professors who had proven themselves should have the 

same rights as citizens, including due process and right to a trial.
78

  

The AAUP’s Statement also cleared up confusion surrounding the probationary period 

prior to potentially receiving tenure.  Tenure became more closely tied to years of service, 

helping to further diminish its reliance upon being connected to high-level administrators.  This 

was accomplished by clarifying that faculty time at different colleges should count towards 

tenure, and redefining the probationary period to be a pre-tenure time period. This removed the 
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idea that faculty at this level were just cheap, unhopeful labor.
79

  These lower level faculty 

members, however, did not have the same trial rights as their tenured counterparts.
80

  

 

PART II: The Current State of Tenure in the United States 

 

Part I outlined a historical account of tenure that provides the necessary foundation to 

fully grasp the intricacies and nuances of the current tenure system. This section will focus on 

the practice of tenure in the United States in the beginning of the 21
st
 century at institutions of 

higher education (both public and private) by examining four areas: 1) The process of gaining 

tenure; 2) Post-tenure review systems; 3) The dismissal procedure for a tenured professor; and 4) 

The perspective of deans, administrators, and the community on tenure.  

During this analysis, it is important to keep in mind the commonly held presumption that 

tenure guarantees a professors’ lifetime employment after he/she has demonstrated significant 

contribution to the institution, usually in the areas of scholarly work and teaching.
81

  There is 

also a presumption that tenure was created, in part, in response to what was considered 

unjustified dismissals of professors who expressed unpopular views.
82

   Although tenure at the 

University level is a widely adopted practice across the country, there are institutions that have 

opted out of its use, including Principia College, Florida Gulf Coast University, and Evergreen 

State College.
83

   

While this section will admittedly make general statements about tenure and its 

procedures, there are often important nuances between large research institutions and small 

colleges. Tenure is most prominent at large research universities, while the practice appears to be 

in danger and is being slowly phasing out at some of the smaller liberal arts colleges. For some 

university administrators, it is impossible to ignore the financial benefits that are realized as the 

percentage of tenured professors decreases in comparison to the increase of adjunct faculty.
84

 

 

1. The process of gaining tenure 

 

 The process of gaining tenure is the most similar of the four aspects we will address 

amongst various universities across the United States. At universities, a timeline for tenure 

recognition is generally specified in an official university tenure policy.
85

   

Across the nation, the process for gaining tenure at a private or public university generally 

happens in the sixth or seventh year of service as a professor (within the same university or 

others if previously agreed in the initial employment contract). Once the sixth or seventh year of 

service is reached, the professor is required to submit an involved application for tenure 

consideration.
86

 

  Each institution has its own unique requirements and considerations of what makes one 

worthy of tenure. These requirements generally align with the institution’s mission as a whole
87

 

and follow the holy grail of teaching, research, and service.  Some institutions add their 

additional criteria, while others remain faithful to the holy trinity.
88

  For example, Jesuit 

Universities, such as Santa Clara and Loyola Marymount University, have a focus on social 

justice and note that service to the university beyond academics is of consideration during tenure 

review.
89

  On the other hand, the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA), a renowned 

research institution, stresses the importance of the candidate’s research and teaching 

contributions, over service in consideration for tenure.
90
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At Loyola Marymount University, a professor can apply for tenure consideration after his 

sixth year of teaching.
91

  Similar to LMU, the University of California system considers 

professors after the sixth or seventh year of service with a similar requirement for application. 

UCLA has a policy of an “eight year clock”—if a professor is not granted tenure by his/her 

eighth year of service, he/she will be asked to leave the university.
92

  The concept of using a 

tenure clock, similar to the “up or out” mentality of many large corporations, is still prevalent in 

tenure policies at higher education institutions across the country, including, but not limited to, 

University of Colorado Boulder and the University of Michigan.
93

  The tide, however, is shifting 

toward eliminating and/or modifying this practice, largely because it places female professors 

who take a pause in their career to have children at a distinct disadvantage.
94

   

Eight years is characteristic of most tenure clocks, but due to the aforementioned reasons, 

the University of Michigan has extended its tenure clock to ten years to accommodate life 

choices.
95

  University of Idaho has one of the shortest timelines for tenure recognition; the 

University specifies year four as the beginning of tenure consideration and also has a shorter 

tenure clock of only six years.
96

  New York University (NYU) is one of few universities across 

the nation to reference no timeline for tenure consideration. NYU’s criteria simply asks, “Is the 

candidate for tenure among the strongest in his or her field, in comparison with other individuals 

in the same field at similar points in their careers, taking into consideration the goals of the 

department?”
97

  It must be noted that although NYU states an idealist way of determining tenure, 

they follow the clock rule as well.
98

  From the above examples, we see two patterns: 1) one is not 

encouraged to apply for tenure before the sixth or seventh year of service and 2) one is expected 

to gain tenure by the eighth year.  

 

2. Post Tenure Review Systems 

  

New to the tenure system in the last decade is the prevalence of post-tenure review. Post-

tenure review is any system of evaluation or performance review of tenured faculty members 

outside of traditional evaluation procedures for all professors. The frequency and methods of 

these reviews vary across the country.
99

  At the early introduction of post tenure review, The 

American Association of University Professors fought hard against the practice, stating that the 

practice demeans the fundamental purpose of tenure.
100

  The AAUP did not prevail and has given 

up trying to stop this trend because it is so commonplace. Now, the AAUP is making strong 

attempts to shape the post-tenure review processes in favor of the tenured professor.  The AAUP 

advocates for developmental programs for tenured professors who are not adequately performing 

rather than termination.
101

  

According to the Association of American Universities’ Post-Tenure Review document, 

the focus of post-tenure review amongst the participating universities is toward faculty 

development and accountability. These systems are designed to reward strong performance and 

address insufficient performance. Peer review committees and/or the department chair conduct 

the post tenure review.
102

  Some post-tenure review programs do involve developmental 

programs like the ones advocated by the AAUP, while others are solely consequence/reward 

outcome based.
103

  Post-tenure review systems are more widely implemented at public 

universities than at private universities. This is most likely due to the influence that state 

legislators and governing bodies have on public higher education institutions.
104

 

What is surprising about post-tenure review is the favorable faculty support of these 

systems. Faculty members of the AAUP report that post-tenure review policies have led to 
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deserved recognition for exceptional performance and do allow for earlier correction of 

unsatisfactory performance.
105

  One barrier to implementing post-tenure review systems is the 

financial burden it places on the institution. Institutions without these systems have cited that the 

cost benefit analysis does not warrant implementation.
106

  

 

3. The dismissal procedure for a tenured professor 

 

Universities have procedural protection for the dismissal of tenured professors. The 

professor will receive a notice explaining the reasons for dismissal. Typical of institutions across 

the United States, charges against tenured professors may only be formally brought by the 

university, itself.  Once a formal notice of charges has been sent to the tenured professor, he/she 

will then have the opportunity to respond to the charges. The charges usually undergo peer 

evaluation, as well as further administrative investigation.
107

  Dismissal procedures for tenured 

professors involve many faculty members’ opinions.
108

  Thus, a tenured professor can rarely, if 

ever, get fired because the institution’s administration or dean simply does not like him/her. The 

involved dismissal procedures provide a safeguard for tenured professors simply because of the 

lengthy and difficult termination process.
109

  

For example, the dismissal process for a tenured professor in the University of California 

system is lengthy, expensive, and very involved; only the regents can terminate a tenured 

professor’s employment in the University of California system, which can only take place after 

review by a campus faculty committee, the campus chancellor and the system president. This is a 

drawn-out and intricate process, which has only resulted in a few dozen tenured professors being 

fired in the last two decades.
110

  Considering that the UC system employs some 10,886 tenured 

faculty, the number of tenured faculty terminations is proportionally very small.
111

 

 

4. The perspective of deans, administrators, and the community on tenure 

 

 In a recent survey conducted by the Pew Research Center done in association with The 

Chronicle, sixty-nine percent of university leaders would prefer that a majority of faculty work 

under long-term contracts instead of tenure.
112

  Leaders of private four-year institutions express 

less enthusiasm about tenure than leaders of public universities.  Forty percent of private 

institution leaders prefer to work with and hire faculty with long term contracts, as opposed to 

thirty percent who favor tenure. Their public counterparts voiced greater support for tenure, with 

fifty percent of leaders preferring to work with and hire tenured faculty over long term contract 

faculty.
113

  To break these statistics down even further, we see that in public institutions, fifty-

two percent of leaders who were previously faculty, favored tenure, while only thirty-seven 

percent without professor experience were in favor of tenure. Private institutions show the same 

pattern in smaller numbers: Thirty-five percent of institution leaders with faculty experience 

favored tenure while only twenty percent of those without the experience were in favor of 

tenure.
114

  This data demonstrates that most university leaders today prefer faculty to have long-

term contracts instead of tenure. The two main reasons that leaders cited for this preference was 

that tenure’s protections make it challenging to dismiss incompetent faculty and that the system 

fosters a culture of complacency.  These two outcomes of the current tenure system are 

referenced as issues that do not allow leaders of both private and public higher institutions to 

realize their goals of excellence for the institution. 
115
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PART III: Alternative Options for Tenure Reform 

 

In response to changing notions regarding tenure in higher education, various options will 

be explored to promote a necessary, nuanced, and civil discussion on the current state and future 

of the tenure system. The following five options will be examined: (1) retain the current tenure 

system; (2) abolish the system; (3) require tenure renewal after a specified time period based on 

minimum standards; (4) grant tenure for a specified time period, after which, the professor must 

reapply for tenure; or (5) create a system of regional tenure committees to grant master tenure 

status which transcends that of individual institutional tenure.  

 

(1) retain the current tenure system 

 

Option one is to continue using the current tenure system, which includes the granting, 

post-tenure review, and dismissal processes described in Part II.  According to the AAUP, the 

primary purpose of tenure is to enforce a professor’s contractual right to not have his or her 

position terminated without just cause.  This allows professors to challenge student and 

administrative thinking, as well as conventional wisdom.
116

  Proponents of the current tenure 

system further argue that it enables the thorough development of new ideas, perhaps even over 

the course of several decades. Scholarly breakthroughs and patterns in research take extensive 

time to be discovered. The current system allows professors to venture into uncharted territories 

in the classroom, article publications, and express controversial ideas in public arenas.
117

  This 

benefits not only students, but also society at large.  

Proponents of the current system also argue that it allows professors to perform better 

because they are unencumbered by the anxiety or fear of being dismissed. This sense of security 

and freedom of expression outside the classroom opens the door for them to focus on teaching 

and doing research at the highest level, due to the lack of distraction that job insecurity creates. 

Furthermore, the current tenure system creates a strong loyalty to the university. This fosters a 

collaborative team of tenured professors who are personally and professionally vested in the best 

interest of the university, due to lifelong mutual commitment with the institution. Lastly, the 

promise of a secure and stable job attracts qualified people to pursue the profession. Therefore, 

by keeping the current tenure system strong, universities will continue to have a steady supply of 

professors.
118

 

 

 (2) abolish the system 

 

An opposing tide asserts the second option: that the current tenure system must be 

completely eliminated. The foremost reason cited for complete abolishment of tenure is that its 

elimination would create an environment of healthy competition that would motivate 

productivity, ingenuity, and encourage consistently high performance.
119

  Professors would be 

expected to maintain a high level of performance to keep their jobs, similar to those who hold the 

vast majority of prestigious jobs in the United States. Eliminating tenure would also be a cost-

effective move for universities because they could hire less expensive, and perhaps more 

innovative younger professors. Universities would have the freedom to bring in new blood to 

engage students with current teaching methods, cutting edge research, and high motivation. This 

group also asserts that the tenure system does not allow universities to adapt to the changes in 

demand for education in certain fields as quickly as necessary. If these universities were not 
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committed to paying high salaries to professors in fields of low student interest and participation, 

the university would be free to hire professors in areas of increased relevance to student’s needs. 

Furthermore, universities could spend more money supporting exceptional teaching instead of 

subsidizing questionable research and publication that is the central focus of the tenure 

process.
120

  

 

 (3) require tenure renewal after a specified time period based on minimum standards 

 

The third option, less extreme than complete elimination, modifies the current system to 

require tenure renewal after a specified time period based on minimum standards. Active renewal 

every few years reminds the professor of his/her commitment to fulfilling the excellence required 

of a tenured professor. Minimum requirements would be specified based on the mission of each 

university, and likely include research and publication, service, and teaching evaluation 

benchmarks. This renewal system is more involved than current post-tenure review systems due 

to its underlying premise. As defined in the Merriam Webster dictionary, to renew is to restore to 

existence. This indicates that the original state ceased to exist, in order for the renewal process to 

restore its existence.  In this renewal system model, there is just enough uncertainty about future 

employment to motivate continual high performance. An environment of insecurity has been 

infused with hope. It becomes an environment of managable insecurity because it has the 

purpose of restoring existence, rather than stripping it. Moreover, the renewal process would 

mirror the renewal of license requirements to practice as an attorney, CPA, or doctor.  Even 

judges in many states must provide evidence of keeping current in one’s profession to retain their 

elected positions.   Many advocates of this option do not understand why tenured professors 

should be exempt from providing evidence of meeting continuing standards of academic 

performance.
121

 

Although the nature of this renewal system is to restore existence, it does leave the door 

open to the possibility of not restoring existence, thus providing a path for the dismissal of 

underperforming professors. Because the tenure renewal process is based on specific guidelines, 

it creates a strong framework to justify non-renewal. This renewal system will flush out poorly 

performing professors in a fair and efficient manner, and allow for the hiring of young, eager 

professors. This could alleviate the concern about generational gaps with professors that may be 

due to the economic recession when universities are hiring at lower rates. If underperforming, 

highly paid professors would be dismissed more efficiently, which this renewal process 

facilitates, and there will be available funding for the new generation of cheaper, younger 

professors. 

 

(4) grant tenure for a specified time period, after which, the professor must reapply for 

tenure  

Along similar lines, the fourth option alters the system by only granting tenure for a 

specified time period, for example, eight years. After this specified time period, the professor’s 

tenure will expire and he/she will be required to reapply for tenure. This reform attempts to 

address the culture of complacency and the difficulty in firing tenured professors. Instead of 

going through a lengthy and expensive firing process, a university can instead not grant tenure to 

the candidate subsequent to his/her first period of tenure. The consistently looming tenure 

expiration date will incentivize professors to produce evidence that proves they deserve to be re-

granted tenure at such a date.   
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(5) create a system of regional tenure committees to grant master tenure status which 

transcends that of individual institutional tenure 

 

The final option presented proposes the creation of an objective regional tenure 

committee that would grant “Master Tenure” status. Once a professor has achieved institutional 

tenure, he/she can strive toward the “Master Tenure” status. This ultracompetitive distinction 

will be granted on the basis of exemplary teaching, research and publication, as well as 

contributions to the academic community. The status will allow for mobility between 

universities, as “Master Tenure” would be recognized among the group of regional universities, 

and give necessary recognition to deserving professors who excel in their profession in their 

post-tenure years. The independent regional committee will evaluate standout professors from 

each university against the finest professors across the region.  The designation of “Master 

Tenure” will urge professors to continue to grow in the latter years of their careers and strive for 

further excellence. This option aims to resolve the most persistent issue in the current tenure 

system, which is the culture of complacency that is created by the shield of a permanent job 

security and the lack of incentives to achieve greater excellence, while simultaneously increasing 

recognition of deserving professors and career mobility between universities. 
122

 

Moreover, Master Tenure status may help to address an additional problem of tenure 

rarely discussed. Due to the lengthy tenure process and the desire for tenure, Ph.D.s are justly 

motivated to begin the tenure track as quickly as possible. More often than not, they will join the 

tenure track at the first university to which they are hired, thus shaping their perspectives into the 

cultural expectations of a single institution. Since the current tenure system encourages lifelong 

employment at one institution, it limits the diversity of creative thinking at each institution of 

higher education that could be opened through the cross pollination of bringing star professors 

from other institutions. Institutions will be more effective if they have seasoned professors from 

other institutions that bring with them diversity in knowledge, experience, methodology, and 

more.  

Under the last option, professors with exceptional performance will be granted Master 

Tenure. This will foster competition amongst universities to attract the best professors. Since 

members of each conference will be aware of outstanding performance, and tenure will be 

applicable throughout the conference, a university looking to strengthen certain departments will 

have the opportunity to hire “Master Tenure” professors. It follows that this system benefits 

professors with salary increases and career mobility, as well as the privilege of working with a 

diverse group of colleagues. Having a blend of master-tenured professors at each university will 

enhance the creativity and drive of the other professors. The best practices of each university will 

be brought together to create a vibrant community of scholars, improving professor productivity 

and giving students a more enriching learning experience. The creation of a Master Tenure 

granting committee has the ability to rejuvenate an antiquated system by instilling it with the 

proven success of competition, accountability, incentives and diversity.  

 

PART IV: Next Steps and Conclusion 

 

A possible method of reviewing the five distinct options mentioned above in relation to 

an individual university or college is to determine the most important stakeholder.
123

 The first 

step is to list the stakeholders of the institution such as the non-tenured professors, tenured 
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professors, university administrators (deans), students, and the general community.  The next 

step is to select among these stakeholders the most important one. In order to rank the 

importance of the stakeholders identified we must first analyze the values of the modern day 

university generally expressed in the institution’s mission statement. Loyola Marymount 

University’s mission, “The encouragement of learning, the education of the whole person, the 

service of faith and the promotion of justice,”
124

 points to the students as the most important 

stakeholder. Neighboring UCLA’s mission statement, “UCLA’s primary purpose as a public 

research university is the creation, dissemination, preservation, and application of knowledge for 

the betterment of our global society,”
125

 indicates that the community is its most important 

stakeholder. Decisions regarding the future of the tenure system should uphold values that 

support a university’s most important stakeholders as identified through its mission statement. 

A further step is to list the five options and other additional options that may be 

developed to determine which of these options would best support the selected stakeholder.
126

 

This seemingly simple process is certainly not easy and will not provide a silver bullet, 

but it will help to move a serious conversation about tenure forward.  

 

CONCLUSION 

  

For those of us with tenure, we do remember the hard journey filled with years of work 

often mixed with careful awareness of the political climate of the institution and its functionaries 

until reaching the prize of being granted tenure. And after this achievement and the privileges 

provided, it is difficult to envision changing the system.  After all, if we went through this 

gantlet, should not others be forced to endure the same passage?  Additionally, if change is 

implemented, would it not put our accomplishment and advantages at risk? 

For the proponents of tenure, tenure is necessary to protect the scholar’s freedom to 

conduct research that may support an unpopular truth.  They argue that tenure is also necessary 

to shield a scholar’s association or sharing of ideas that are contrary to popular opinions or 

powerful interests.  Moreover, tenure proponents argue that since the number of Ph.D’s 

significantly outweighs the number of tenure tracked positions in the United States, universities 

have their choice from the “cream of the crop” and will only hire those who ultimately are 

engaged with students and conducting relevant research in their fields. Proponents argue that if 

universities make good hiring decisions and revisit these decisions at tenure time, they will 

almost never find professors who have gone stale.  The tenure system, they argue, does not 

encourage conformity because curriculums at universities are ever changing.
127

   

In sharp contrast, opponents of tenure argue that because tenure rewards research over 

teaching, professors spend more time pumping out research than actual time in the classroom 

teaching their students.
128

  They argue that much of the teaching at the university level is being 

done by adjunct professors who are non-tenure tracked.  Currently, over 76.4 percent of faculty 

across all higher education institutions are adjuncts.
129

  Classes largely taught by adjuncts may 

lead to lower graduation rates for students and grade inflation.
130

  Opponents find that the best 

way to improve the quality of education for students is to abolish tenure and begin evaluating 

professors for their teaching ability without guarantees that they will continue to be employed 

even if their teaching skills do not measure up.  Opponents also attack the notion that tenure is 

needed to maintain academic freedom.  They argue that professors only promote and give tenure 

to those who think like them.  Individuals who truly dissent and define the notion of academic 

fredom, are never given tenure.
131

  Moreover, opponents argue that when universities award 
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tenure, they take a serious gamble that an individual’s ideas are going to be just as relevant thirty 

to forty years from now, as they are today.
132

   

This article’s review of the history of tenure and its current state suggests that America’s 

university tenure system requires a change.  Clearly, there are important arguments to be made 

on both sides of the issue.  Accordingly, the change to the tenure system, must reflect the 

concerns of both proponents and opponents of tenure and have the mission of each university at 

its core.  This will enable tenure to further enhance the scholarly direction of our country, and 

our leadership in the world.     

Machiavelli wrote in The Prince (1532), “There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, 

more perilous to conduct, or more uncertain of its success, then to take the lead in the 

introduction of a new order of things.”
133

  There are many powerful forces that will defend the 

status quo, especially those of us with tenure and those of us who are seeking the protection of 

tenure.  And yet, most of us have experienced its abuses in colleagues and even in ourselves.  

Ecclesiastes reminds us that there “is a time to keep and a time to discard” as well as “a time to 

tear down and a time to build up.” 
134

 This is a time to assess the current goals of tenure and 

review possible alternatives.   
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