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Preface

As academics that have been around for awhile (Cummings’ first full-time US
academic appointment was in 1972, Finkelstein’s was in 1979), it is our sense that
things are not like they used to be. But what is the precise nature and scope of the
change? And how has it affected academic work and careers? The conduct in 2007
of a national survey of the US academy modeled in part on an earlier 1992 national
survey has provided us with the opportunity to address these questions. An additional
bonus of the 2007 survey known as The Changing Academic Profession (CAP)
study is that it has been conducted in 18 other countries, thus making the overall
endeavor possibly the largest ever study of the world’s academic profession.

In this book, we seek to provide some tentative answers to our guiding questions
on the state of the US academy in historical and comparative perspective. As with
most endeavors of this kind, the message is mixed. The physical plant in which the
US academy works seems to have improved somewhat, especially for the purposes
of teaching. The obligations of academics have changed somewhat, toward a greater
stress on teaching with a reduced emphasis on research. While we expected younger
faculty to be taking a greater share of the increased teaching burden and hence to be
less satisfied, it would appear that they have adjusted well to the changes—partly
through downsizing their expectations from their employers. The big losers over the
past two decades appear to be the expanding legion of contingent faculty who get
paid less and possibly respected less for doing much more.

Another major theme in our analysis is to consider the health of the US academy
relative to the academies of the other countries and economies participating in the
2007 CAP survey. In general we have found that the USA maintains a high quality
academic system, but other systems are catching up. Especially impressive are the
gains of some of the East Asian systems (notably Korea and Hong Kong). Also
notable is the progress of Malaysia, Mexico, and Brazil. This volume provides some
information on these comparisons while other volumes in the related series go into
greater detail.
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While Martin Finkelstein and William K. Cummings are the principal authors of
this volume, they received considerable assistance from several colleagues. Olga
Bain is a co-author of Chaps. 5 and 6. Elaine Walker and Rong Chen are co-authors
of Chap. 7 and Ming Ju is co-author of Chap. 8.

Above all else, our commitment in this volume is to let the data speak for them-
selves. As we all know, however, data rarely do that—unassisted! There are world-
views and assumptions that shape the direction and contours of survey instruments;
and there are professional values and commitments that invariably shape how the
data are “sliced and diced” and reported. While we cannot avoid those, it seems
useful and fair in the interests of transparency to offer the reader an introduction to
some of the views and value commitments that we—consciously, at least—bring to
the analysis reported here.

Both Cummings and Finkelstein share a sense that the changes we are experiencing
in academic life are structural and far-reaching—not a “swing of the pendulum,” but
rather a re-alignment in the models and practices that define academic work and
careers in the service of new and expanded social functions of American higher
education. In the terms of the late Martin Trow (1973), we see these trends as invariably
associated with the “massification” and incipient “universalization” of higher
education: quantitative changes which at some point (and we appear to be approaching
that point) become changes in quality. Moreover, these concomitants to massification
are concurrently being shaped by the great economic transformation of the past
generation: the emergence of the globalized, knowledge-based economy at once
integrating knowledge production across borders, but also through its “flattening”
affects, undermining the staying power of old status hierarchies and practices and
re-structuring the nature of work in most organizations outside the Academy. We
are, simply stated, hardly immune from these macro developments; and we see
current higher education developments through that larger lens.

So, while we, in some sense, view many of the changes we are chronicling with
a sense of inevitability, at least in terms of (with respect to) the drivers and the
economic context, we are less clear about their implications for the “peculiar”
institution that is the Academy—a sort of hybrid organization mixing aspects of a
“social institution” (like a church) with aspects of a “firm” that needs to manage
revenues and expenditures to stay in business. We do not make any assumption that
change—even wholesale change—is bad for the Academy, its social institutional or
firm-like character, or for any one or group of its stakeholders. We are not seeking
to viscerally or uncritically “resist” new models and practices. Rather, we approach
such change from two perspectives. On the one hand, we are acutely aware that,
historically, certain models and practices that developed in the USA over the past
half-century such as the highly structured academic career track (much more
predictable than that of most nations with the possible exception of Japan), including
the institution of academic tenure, are being acknowledged as sources of the American
system’s historic ascendancy and strength—frequently in foreign lands. Similarly,
the place of individual colleges and universities as the locus within which academic
careers are pursued (another historically distinctive feature of the US system) may
also be disintegrating. We are appropriately concerned that such arbiters of our
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system’s strength are “loosening”—although we recognize that in the face of
expanded social functions, these models will no doubt require some kind of modifi-
cation. That being said, we are at the same time skeptical about how new develop-
ments and practices will affect the system and its long-term performance. What will
be the impact on system performance of the increased “loosening” of the career
track and the increased “de-coupling” of faculty careers from their institutional
nexus? How can that best be managed?

We fondly hope that the data presented here will help readers begin to address
these questions. Moreover, we wish to extend an invitation to readers to think of the
book and the associated data as a resource for their own questions. The appendix to
the book provides a full disclosure of the study instrument as well as information on
how to access already published international tables and procedures for downloading
the dataset if the desire is to carry out further analysis. As of June 2012, the dataset
will become a public resource, and we hope many of you will decide to make use of it.

It is thus with an appreciation of the scale of the transformation, a concern about
its impacts on the Academy and the academic profession, and an open, but determined
mind, that we have attempted to mine the data for answers—and for new questions.
We hope that you take our work in this spirit.
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