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The Academic Landscape: Different Schools Offer Different 

Opportunities 
 

Questions/Discussion Items to Consider 

 

* What specific pluses and minuses do you personally see to accepting an 

academic position on a Non-Research I university? 

* What specific steps can you take in the next 3-12 months to find out more 

about other types of institutions? 

* What modifications do you think you need to make in your written and 

oral presentations to appeal to other types of institutions? 

 

Readings 

 

#1 Organization of a 'Typical' University 

#2 The California State University System  

#3 Career Opportunities for Ph.D.s and Postdocs at Community 

Colleges 

 

#1 Organization of a 'Typical' University 

 
From time to time it is useful to review the university structure since, believe it or not, 

there are many faculty and students in higher education who are unaware of what takes 

place beyond the department level. The brief excerpt below gives a nice summary the 

typical U.S. university structure for easy reference. It is from Chapter 2: The Scientific 

Investigator Within the University Structure in, Making the Right Moves: A Practical 

Guide to Scientific Management for Postdocs and New Faculty, based on the BWF- 

HHMI Course in Scientific Management for the Beginning Academic Investigator. 

Burroughs Wellcome Fund. Research Triangle Park, North Carolina, Howard Hughes 

Medical InstituteChevy Chase, Maryland. Copyright © 2004 by the Howard Hughes 

Medical Institute and Burroughs Wellcome Fund All rights reserved. Reprinted with 

permission. - Richard Reis 

 

Although the major goal of the U.S. universities is the advancement and dissemination of 

knowledge, universities also need funding to support their activities. A university must 

seek revenue from a variety of sources and more and more, faculty members are 

encourage to generate income. You will need to make your research program either self- 

supporting or demonstrably worth its cost in some other way. 

 

Most U.S. research universities have roughly similar organizational and reporting 



structures. The titles of the executive officials may vary, but their functions are generally 

the same. The organization of a university's administrative staff and its methods of 

operation reflect a strong tradition of faculty dominance. 

 

University-Wide Responsibility 

 

 Board of trustees or board of regents. The university's highest authority, this 

governing board is composed of academic, business, and community leaders who 

hold appointed or elected positions with specific terms. The board meets regularly 

to review all major policy, financial, and management decisions, including 

decisions about faculty appointments, promotions, and tenure. 

 

 President or chancellor. The university's chief executive officer, this individual has 

general oversight of the university's academic programs and financial health. He 

or she is also the university's public spokesperson, dealing with "big-picture" 

issues such as relationships with the legislature and other funding bodies, alumni 

relations, and fund- raising. 

 

 Provost or vice president for academic affairs. As the university's chief academic 

officer, the provost has programmatic and budgetary oversight over all academic 

activities. The provost reviews the appointment papers of new faculty members 

and receives reports from the promotion and tenure committee. The deans of the 

various colleges report to the provost for academic-related matters. In some 

universities, vice presidents who are involved with academic affairs (e.g., 

research, student affairs) also report to the provost. 

 

 Vice president for administration and finance. The university's chief financial 

officer, this individual is in charge of the fiscal affairs of the university and often 

also oversees diverse functions such as facilities planning and construction, 

human resources, and campus services (e.g., parking, public safety, maintenance, 

and mail service). 

 

 Vice president for research. The university's chief research officer, this individual 

oversees grants and contracts, research funding, research centers, and institutes, 

issues relating to technology transfer (patenting and licensing), and research-

related committees such as Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) for human 

subjects research and institutional animal care and use committees. 

 

Other vice presidents have responsibility for other areas that may affect the life of a 

faculty scientist directly or indirectly. These include the following: 

 

 Vice president for information technology. This individual oversees the university's 

computer facilities and telephone systems. 

 

 Vice president for health sciences. This individual is responsible for the university's 

health-related institutions, including the medical center and the other health 



professional schools. (See "Organization of a 'Typical' Academic Health Center," 

page 30.) 

 

 

 Vice president for student affairs. This individual oversees dormitories, recreational 

facilities, and other necessities of student life and is concerned wit issues of 

student well-being. 

 

 Vice president for development. This individual manages fund-raising, alumni 

networks, and university relations. 

 

 

School- or College-Level Responsibility 

 

 Dean. All department chair report to the dean, who is responsible for the 

administration of a school or college. A university may have several schools or 

colleges. Each college may also have an associate or assistant dean or both. 

 

 Department chair. Each college is likely to have several departments, and in the 

sciences, separate scientific programs within each department. The dean typically 

appoints the department chair, with input from the tenured faculty, for a limited 

time period. Within that time frame, however, the department chair exercises 

considerable control over the allocation of resources within the department, 

including space, use of support staff, and purchases of equipment and supplies. 

The department chair makes teaching assignments and oversees the evaluation of 

faculty performance. The departmental promotion and tenure committee makes its 

recommendations to the department chair, who then presents the recommendation 

to the university-wide promotion and tenure committee. 

 

 

#2 The California State University System 

 
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

The California State University (CSU) is a public university system in the U.S. state of 

California. It is one of three public higher education systems in the state, the other two 

being the University of California system and the California Community College system. 

It is incorporated as The Trustees of the California State University. The California State 

University system headquarters are at 401 Golden Shore in downtown Long Beach.[1] 

The CSU system is composed of 23 campuses and has over 400,000 students supported 

by 47,000 faculty members and staff.[2] It is the largest senior system of higher education 

in the United States.[3] 

 

CSU prepares about 60% of the teachers in the state, 40% of the engineering graduates, 

and more graduates in business, agriculture, communications, health, education and 

public administration than all other California universities and colleges combined. 

Altogether, about half the bachelor's degrees and a third of the master's degrees awarded 



annually in California are from the CSU. 

 

Since 1961 nearly 2.5 million alumni have received a bachelor's, master's or doctoral 

degree from the university system. CSU offers more than 1,800 degree programs in some 

240 subject areas. 

 

 

Differences between the CSU and UC systems 

 

Both university systems are California publicly funded higher education institutions. 

Despite having fewer students, some individual UC campuses, as a result of their 

research emphasis and medical centers, have larger budgets than the entire CSU system. 

CSU's Chancellor, Dr Charles B Reed, pointed out when delivering his Pullias Lecture at 

USC, that California was big enough to afford two world-class systems of public higher 

education, one that supports research (UC) and one that supports teaching (CSU). 

However, student per capita spending is stretched far thinner at the CSU, and the lack of 

a research mission or independent doctoral programs under the California Master Plan 

leads to a perceived lack of prestige among some academics.[4][5] For many of the CSU 

system's early formative years, the more powerful UC system was able to delay or 

prevent the CSU campuses from gaining the right to grant bachelor's degrees, then later 

master's degrees and now doctorates in most fields. Thus while similar campuses in other 

states (e.g., Arizona State University) eventually grew from normal schools into research- 

oriented state universities, the UC system's powerful research university monopoly has 

successfully prevented the CSU from experiencing a similar development. Librarian 

Emeritus Kevin Starr has described the CSU as "in so many ways the Rodney 

Dangerfield of public higher education."[6] 

 

According to the California Master Plan for Higher Education (1960), both university 

systems may confer Bachelors or Master's degrees as well as professional certifications, 

however only the University of California has the authority to issue Ph.D degrees (Doctor 

of Philosophy) and professional degrees in the fields of law, medicine, veterinary, and 

dentistry. As a result of recent legislation (SB 724 and AB 2382), the California State 

University may now offer the Ed.D (also known as the Doctor of Education or "education 

doctorate degree") and DPT (Doctor of Physical Therapy) degrees to its graduate 

students. Additionally, the California State University (CSU) offers Ph.D degrees and 

some professional doctorates (for instance, audiology, Au.D) as a "joint degree" in 

combination with other institutions of higher education, including "joint degrees" with 

the University of California (UC) and accredited private universities. This is why, for 

instance, San Diego State can qualify as a "Research University with high research 

activity"[7] by offering 16 doctoral degrees. 

 

There are 23 CSU campuses and 10 UC campuses representing 414,000 and 191,000 

students respectively. The cost of CSU tuition is approximately half that of UC. Thus, the 

CSU system has been referred to by former California State University authorities as 

"The People's University."[8] 

 



CSU and UC use the terms "president" and "chancellor" internally in exactly opposite 

ways: At CSU, the campuses are headed by "presidents" who report to a systemwide 

"chancellor"; but at UC, they are headed by "chancellors" who report to a systemwide 

"president". 

 

CSU has traditionally been more accommodating to the older student than UC, by 

offering more degree programs in the evenings and, more recently, online. In addition, 

CSU schools, especially in more urban areas, have traditionally catered to the commuter, 

enrolling most of its students from the surrounding area. This has changed as CSU 

schools increase enrollment and some of the more prestigious urban campuses attract a 

wider demographic.[9] [edit]Admission standards 

 

Historically the requirements for admission to the CSU have been less stringent than the 

UC system. The CSU attempts to accept applicants from the top one-third (1/3) of 

California high school graduates. In contrast, the UC attempts to accept the top one- 

eighth (1/8). In an effort to maintain a 60/40 ratio of upper division students to lower 

division students and to encourage students to attend a California community college 

first, both university systems give priority to California community college transfer 

students. 
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#3 Career Opportunities for Ph.D.s and Postdocs at Community 

Colleges 

 
Richard Reis 

Traditionally Ph.D.s and postdocs have not considered community college positions 

because of the perceived lower prestige, little or no research opportunities, higher 

teaching commitments, less selective students, and so on. However, for some Ph.D.s and 

postdocs, teaching at a community college may just be the right ticket to a satisfying and 



rewarding faculty career. We will look at why this might be so in a minute but first let's 

consider some relevant facts and statistics. 

 

In the United States, 22 percent of all higher education faculty and 21 percent of all 

higher education students are at two-year community colleges. There are 1,600 such 

institutions, including branch campuses. Most faculty at community colleges have 

master's degrees; however, 20 percent have Ph.D.s and that percentage is increasing. [1]. 

Between 1990 and 2010 student enrollment in community colleges increased by 65 

percent and degrees and certificates awarded increased by 127 percent. [2] 

 

As of Fall 2010, there were 8.4 million community college students. There was a 1% 

drop in enrollment to about 8.3 million from fall 2010 to fall 2011 but the number still 

represents an increase of 22 percent since 2007, a serge resulting from the recession and 

the total numbers are expect to increase again in the coming decade. [3, 4] 

 

While faculty increases have not kept up with enrollment increases (due to budget 

constraints that many new community college positions are part-time) total faculty at 

two-year institutions is projected to increase significantly in the next 10 years. 

 

The traditional mission of community colleges has been to offer lower division courses 

leading to an associate in arts (AA) degree followed by transfer to a four-year institution, 

and to prepare for vocational careers that are not part of a 4-year institution. Offering 

loser division courses is still the primary role of such colleges, and indeed, as costs at 

four-year institutions continue to rise significantly, more students who could qualify for 

admissions to such places right out of high school are choosing to live at home and attend 

a much less expensive two-year institution nearby. Community colleges also offer 

training and certificates in occupational fields such at nursing, electronics, office 

administration, emergency medical technician, and so on. Many of these courses are 

offered at night or on weekends for adults working full-time or changing careers. 

Increasingly, many community colleges are finding that they need to also provide 

remedial courses for a significant number of students who are not yet qualified to take 

college-level classes. In short, community college students widely range in age, life 

experiences and varying degree of academic preparation. 

 

Given the difficult job market for Ph.D.s and postdocs at four-year institutions, a number 

of universities are responding by offering special training and even certificates for their 

graduate students who want to consider community college faculty positions. (Some are 

even doing so for those interested in teaching at private high schools.) These graduate 

institutions are realizing that the preparation required to be competitive within a 

community college application is quite different than what is required at a research or 

even four-year liberal arts institution. [5] 

 

The University of Texas, among others, has a community college training program for 

Ph.D.s interested in this track. According to Rick Cherwitz, a UT associate dean of 

graduate studies, "the goal is to give doctoral students skills to keep them competitive in 

an evolving job market." [5]. 



Temple University has a Teaching in Higher Education Certificate Program where 

graduate students "can earn the certificate to enhance their knowledge of how people 

learn, develop best teaching practices and improve their career prospects". [6] 

 

What are some of the motivations behind Ph.D.s and postdocs who teach at a community 

college? Dave Marasco, a materials science Ph.D. from Northwestern University, teaches 

physics at Foothill Community College in Los Altos Hills, California. He notes that as a 

Ph.D. student he basically did experimental work 24 hours per day, seven days per week, 

which he loved although he wasn't sure how long he could keep up that pace. However, 

he noticed that after his advisor got tenure, the advisor spent less and less time in the 

laboratory and more and more time raising money. This didn't appeal at all to Marasco. 

As he put it, "I was looking for the magic window between being in the laboratory but 

having to worry about tenure and not being in the lab and having to raise money." He 

didn't see much of a window and since he really enjoyed teaching, he looked for a way to 

make a living doing just that and a community college provided the opportunity. 

 

Sarah Parikh is also at Foothill College where she teaches physics and engineering 

courses. She has a Ph.D. in mechanical engineering from nearby Stanford University. As 

Parikh puts it, "I was always taking notes in class on how I would teach the subject to 

kindergartners or to explain complicated material in a way that others could understand." 

This led her to consider a liberal arts or community college where teaching was key. As 

she further noted, "I realized that at institutions where research exists, it usually becomes 

dominant and teaching is always secondary and I didn't want that for myself." 

 

It is important to keep in mind, however, as Michaeleen Lee, a chemistry professor at 

Bucks County Community College in Newtown, Pennsylvania, notes "Teaching at a 

community college is not lecturing; it's more hands-on, more office hours, more 

individual tutoring. You have to do a lot more work as a teacher, because students are not 

nearly as prepared." [7] 

 

Indeed, understanding the many realities of academic life at a two-year college with 

teaching commitments of five courses a semester, no research assistants, little 

administrative support, no teaching assistants, and minuscule travel budgets, is important. 

Furthermore, most community college departments have a limited set of offerings since 

they are small and only cover lower division courses. This means that in your career you 

may end up teaching the same course over and over for many years, say, introductory 

mechanics 50 or more times. Some people run into “burnout” in such circumstances 

while others seem to find a way to modify, if not the course material itself, the way to 

present it. Of course conducting scholarship in teaching and learning is an exciting and 

never-ending challenge in itself. 

 

At community colleges all the grading and evaluation is done by the professors 

themselves. As Marasco notes, "It isn't just about delivering the content, all of the work 

of evaluation also falls upon our shoulders as well." Also, particularly in small 

community colleges, administrative responsibilities and expectations around service can 

be relatively large compared to other types of institutions. 



There is also a distinction to be made between tenure track faculty and adjuncts who 

teach part-time, sometimes indefinitely. These part-time positions can be fine if they are a 

supplement to another full-time activity such as being a graduate student or postdoc or 

working full-time in government or industry, but it can be quite taxing if it is your only 

source of income. Most adjuncts get paid by the classroom contact hour and in order 

to accumulate an acceptable salary such "road scholars" often have to travel to two or 

more community colleges teaching part-time in each one. 

 

The main thing to keep in mind is that the sole focus at community colleges is in teaching 

and learning and in this sense it is different from liberal arts schools and state colleges 

where some kind of research/scholarship is expected. Certainly there is a role for the 

"scholarship of teaching and learning" in community colleges but if you do such work it 

will almost certainly have to be based on what takes place in your classroom. 

 

What do you need to do and know before applying for community college positions? 

 

Above all you need to be able to show that you have investigated community colleges 

prior to applying for a position and that your decision to apply is a high priority. The 

competition is such that you will have no chance if you give the impression that teaching 

at a two-year college is a "plan B" priority for you. You can start by visiting local 

community colleges and talking with deans, department chairs, and other faculty and with 

other students as well. Ask if you can visit a class or two as an observer. You have to 

convince the hiring committee that you are someone they want to see in front of a 

classroom. 

 

To help make this case, Parikh, of Foothill Community College took education classes at 

Stanford while a graduate student and made it a point to serve as a teaching assistant 

lower-division classes not just upper division or graduate courses. 

Next, consider a part-time adjunct position for 1-2 semesters to see if this is something 

you would really like and want to do. If you are willing to teach a class early in the 

morning, in the evening, or on Saturdays, your chances of getting the opportunity will go 

up. Having such experience of course greatly improves your application for a full-time 

position (see below). 

 

It is important to check on community college credential requirements as they vary 

among schools. Your Ph.D. will be more than enough to qualify you as a subject matter 

expert but there may be other things such as state and district credential requirements that 

you need to meet. Also, keep an eye out for community college job fairs where you can 

get much of this information in one place at one time. 

 

Another step is for you to learn something about distance learning and online teaching as 

these approaches are a big component of instruction at many community colleges. 

Indeed, as noted earlier, much of the pioneering work in distance education has come 

from two-year institutions that saw early its economic potential. 

 

As Marasco points out: "Not only should candidates get as much classroom experience as 



possible while graduate students and postdocs, but they should try out innovative 

pedagogy. One of the things that will be asked at your interview is if your teaching has 

involved anything beyond the typical lecture. If the answer is yes, then I'll want to know 

what you found that worked, and what didn't work, and why. We want to hire people who 

are thinking about how to be the best teacher they can be." 

 

Fé Brittain at Pima County Community College in Arizona suggests that you consider 

taking courses in "second language acquisition and in course assessment and teaching 

methodology to prepare yourself for teaching, not just for lecturing.” [8] 

 

It is important to recognize that student diversity is a big component of most community 

colleges and that you need to understand why this is important. It is not just a matter of 

having students of different races and ethnicities, economic status, or the first in their 

family to go to college. It is about the fact that many of your students have been told they 

don't belong in college and that you are aware of this and that you can find ways to 

encourage and support them. 

 

What does it take to get the job offer you will want and accept? 

 

Keep in mind that there are several steps when you apply for any job, and that the 

purpose of each step except the last is to get you to the next step, not the job itself. In 

each step you need to provide certain concentrated amounts of information, but not 

everything needed for a final decision. For example, your cover letter and CV are 

designed to get you a first interview that more often than not will be by telephone or 

video via Skype. (See section 5 above for do’s and don’ts of tele-interviews.) The Skype 

interview is designed to lead to a campus visit invitation. The campus visit is designed to 

get you an offer but usually not until after you follow up the visit with further information 

such as thank you notes, specific material requested, and the like. Once you have an offer 

then it is a matter of negotiation to get to the “win-win.” All of the above points have 

been covered earlier in this book in Chapter 9, but now we want to focus on the 

uniqueness of a community college application. 

 

Teaching experience needs to be the first thing on your CV where you describe what you 

taught, to whom, and how. Enthusiasm is really important in a community college faculty 

applicant; the search committee needs to see that you are excited about teaching. You 

need to be prepared to be asked to teach a class or a section of a class. 

 

Some schools may even ask you to give a short demonstration, for example, explaining 

how a particular device such as a toy or a plastic model of a heart works. The key here is 

to think of the committee as your students and to not spend the time saying what you 

would do if you had more time, but rather making your explanation complete in and of 

itself. 

 

Rob Jenkins, an associate professor of English and director of the Writers Institute at 

Georgia Perimeter College, advises not to talk too much during your interview, i.e., 

remember where you are and don't talk very much about your dissertation research, don't 



patronize your interviewers, and don't drop names of prominent people in your field 

whom you've met at conferences. He goes on to say, "Don't ramble on about all the 

millions of dollars your university invests in your discipline. Resist the urge to make lofty 

pronouncements about your specialty, assuming that because committee members are just 

community-college professors, they don't know as much about the field as you do. (Hint:  

Many of them do.)" [9] 

 

Finally, there are two great ways to keep up with the issues facing community colleges as 

well as all of higher education. The first is through a free subscription to the Inside 

Higher Ed daily posting to which you can subscribe at: http://www.insidehighered.com/. 

The second approach is to subscribe to the daily online postings from the Chronicle of 

Higher Education that also contains a community college section. You can try a six- 

month digital paid subscription by going to: 

https://www.pubservice.com/Subnew1page.aspx?PC=HE&PK=MHEWH1. 

Helpful links 

* A Community College Teaching Career 

http://www.mla.org/commcollege_teachcar 

* Can I Teach at a Community College? 

http://chronicle.com/article/Can-I-Teach-at-a-Community/124528/ 

* Interviewing at a Two-year College 

http://chronicle.com/article/Interviewing-at-a-Two-Year-/44744/ 

* Two-Year College Interview Questions 

http://serc.carleton.edu/NAGTWorkshops/careerprep/jobsearch/2YC- 

InterviewQuestions.html 

* The Hiring Process for Community College Faculty 

http://cgi.stanford.edu/~dept-ctl/cgi-bin/tomprof/posting.php?ID=1118 
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