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Questions/Discussion Items to Consider 

1.  What are some of the biggest differences between your 

discipline and others mentioned in the readings? 

2.  Is there anything you can learn or adapt from other 

disciplines that might help in teaching and research in your 

discipline? 

3.  What are some of the things you can do while still at 

Stanford that will prepare you to interact more effectively with 

other disciplines once you leave campus? 

 

READINGS 

1.  Differences Between the Sciences and the Humanities 

2.  Discipline Comparisons Across the Institution 

3.  Survey finds increases in faculty pay and significant gaps 

by   discipline 

 

1. Differences Between the Sciences and the Humanities 

From:  Small Pond Science http://smallpondscience.com 

By Amy Parachnowitsch, assistant professor, Uppsala University and Terry McGlynn, 

associate professor at Cal State Dominguez Hills 

Standard 

One of the great things about being on a small campus is that I have lots of opportunities 

to interact with colleagues in different departments and colleges. One positive side effect 



of being sucked into university-level obligations is that you get to know people you 

otherwise wouldn’t interact with. 

* Over the years, I’ve observed some huge differences between the research cultures of 

the sciences and the humanities. Most of these things are obvious, I realize.  

Understanding these differences can help bridge cultural gaps. 

* In the sciences, journal articles are the primary metric of productivity and success. In 

the humanities, it’s books. Scientists can write books, and humanities people can write 

journal articles, but they’re not as important. 

* In many humanities fields, giving a paper at a conference involves actually giving a 

paper. Standing at a podium and reading, page after page after page. Science talks are far 

more informal. 

* Research in the sciences is highly collaborative. Many humanities scholars work 

solitarily. 

* Student mentorship happens everywhere. In the sciences, students often adopt a piece 

of a larger lab project, whereas in the humanities more often students work on entirely 

separate questions from their mentors. On average, science professors take on a greater 

number of student researchers than in the humanities. 

* Scientists are often expected to fund their research programs with external grants. 

Humanities researchers aren’t necessarily expected to bring in outside funds in order to 

be perceived as successful, as long as they create the research products in the end. 

What constitutes a huge grant in the humanities is a small grant in the sciences. An award 

of $50,000 from the NEH or NEA is a massive success and a windfall, whereas in the 

sciences this is useful money but not even close to a “big.” 

* Scientists can get big pools of money to start up their labs. In the humanities, you get 

moving expenses, a computer, maybe some reassigned time and maybe a little bit more. 

* In the humanities, receiving a PhD from a “top 10 program” in the field is critical for 

professional success. Program prestige matters in the sciences, but not as much. (I 

couldn’t even tell you what the rankings are in ecology/evolution.) 

* The academic job market is way more messed up in the humanities. Here are two 

contributing factors: First, the degree of adjunctification is higher outside the sciences 

because tenure-line science faculty are more likely to bring in overhead to cover salary 

costs. Second, the job market for research scientists is more robust than for academic 

(say) historians. In the humanities, it’s more challenging to parlay a PhD into a salaried 

academic position outside a university. 

* All worthwhile doctoral programs in the sciences fund the students, so tuition and 

living expenses aren’t covered by loans. Graduate students in the sciences are paid to 

teach and do research, albeit poorly. In the humanities, PhD recipients often emerge with 

substantial debt. 

* Scientists need good library access to get current articles. However, physical access to 

great libraries is far more important in the humanities, as original papers and actual books 



remains important for research. The physical location of an institution, relative to an 

impressive library, is important for the humanities scholar. 

* Humanities scholars use the phrase “digital humanities,” and it means something to 

them. 

* Science professors are less likely to use elbow patches on their tweed jackets, but 

professors in the humanities are more likely to smoke a pipe. 

Feel free to make new contributions, or disabuse me of any mistaken notions, in the 

comments 

2. Discipline Comparisons Across the Institution 

From Chapter 2, Science and Engineering in Higher Education, in Tomorrow’s 

Professor: Preparing for Academic Careers in Science and Engineering, Richard M. 

Reis, IEEE Press, 1997. 

NOTE: While the specific statistics and tables presented in this chapter are dated, the 

percentages in each category have remained roughly the same.  R. Reis, 2016 

Disciplines and departments are ranked into hierarchies, with the traditional academic 

specialties in the arts and sciences along with medicine and, to some extent law, at the 

top.  The 'hard' sciences tend to have more prestige than the social sciences or humanities.  

Other  applied fields, such as education and agriculture, are considerably lower  on the 

scale.  These hierarchies are very much part of the realities and perceptions of the 

academic profession. Philip Altbach, professor of higher education, Boston College. [1] 

Clark Kerr, president emeritus of the University of California, once joked that 

universities consisted of hundreds of individual faculty united only by their common 

desire to find a parking place.  Faculty do indeed act more independently than  other 

types of employees as was pointed out in Chapter 1.  Nevertheless, how they think, and 

what they actually do, depends to a large extent on the specific discipline to which they 

belong.  Power and influence, financial compensation, types of students, ease of 

publication, expenditures for research and development, number of like-minded 

colleagues, and even agreement on what constitutes quality work in a given field, can 

vary considerably across departments within a college or university. 

These factors are examined in Chapter 2, with particular attention to their impact on 

science and engineering.  Similarities and differences among science, engineering, and 

other disciplines, such as the humanities and social sciences are examined first.  We then 

look in more detail at departments within science and within engineering. This 

examination is followed by a discussion of the prospects for cross-disciplinary 

collaboration among the various fields.  We then return to the model of scholarship 

introduced in Chapter 1 with a look at differences in its various forms across disciplines.  

The chapter concludes with a vignette on the issues faced by a dean of science at a major 

master's granting institution. 

2.1 Comparisons Across the Institution 



Faculty assign different levels of importance to their discipline, their department, and 

their college or university.  In a recent survey, 77% of the faculty respondents said their 

academic discipline was very important to them, while 53% said the same thing about 

their department, and only 40% felt this way about their college or university. [2]  While 

faculty identify closely with their discipline, an understanding of other disciplines is also 

important.  As a prospective faculty member, you need to consider the following:  

 • Those outside your department and discipline will be your 

    institutional colleagues.  You will share the same employer  

    and higher level administration, many of the same resources,  

    a number of the same problems, and at the undergraduate  

    level at least, many of the same students. 

 

 • In many cases, interesting cross-disciplinary scholarship,  

    opportunities will exist with colleagues in other departments  

    and disciplines. 

 

 • You will compete with colleagues outside your department  

    and discipline for resources, influence, and attention. 

 

 • At times you will find it is easier to learn from, confide in, 

    and be mentored by, colleagues in other parts of your college  

    and university. 

 

For these, as well as other reasons, you will want to become knowledgeable about the 

similarities and differences existing across the college or university where you become a 

professor.  In Chapter 4, Your Professional Preparation Strategy, we suggest ways to 

begin acquiring this understanding by "practicing" at the institution you now attend.  In 

this chapter we set the stage for this examination by looking at the differences with 

respect to degree of development, power and influence, type of graduate students, 

number of postdocs, number of faculty, financial compensation, ease of publication, and 

expenditures for research and development.   

Degree of discipline development  

Disciplines and fields differ in their degree of development.  This differential is 

particularly evident across the natural and social sciences.  "Hard" sciences such as 

physics and chemistry are regarded as more developed than the "soft" sciences such as 

the political and the social sciences.[3]  In this context "more developed" means those 

disciplines having more evolved paradigms or shared theoretical structures, and which in 

general share a greater level of consensus about methods, what constitutes quality 

research, and course prerequisites. [4] 

Sociologist Steven Cole uses six measures to determine the degree of development of a 

scientific field.  They are: (1) development of theory, (2) degree of quantification of 

ideas, (3) degree of cognitive consensus, (4) level of theory predictability, (5) rate at 

which work becomes obsolete, and (6) rate of growth of knowledge. [5] 



According to this scheme, physics, chemistry and biochemistry are relatively developed 

fields, geology, botany, and zoology are less developed, whereas economics, sociology, 

anthropology, and political science are the least developed. [6] 

Cole does make a distinction between knowledge at the research frontier, and knowledge 

at the core.  Physics has greater agreement at the core, where there are a relatively small 

number of theories or exemplars, than does sociology, but both have considerable 

disagreement at the frontiers of knowledge where  knowledge is broader and more 

diverse. [7]  Nevertheless, the overall  perceptions among faculty as to the degree of 

development of their fields is pretty much as stated above. [8]  Philosopher Lawrence 

Laudan puts it this way: 

To anyone working in the humanities or social sciences, where debate and 

disagreement between rival factions are pandemic, the natural sciences present a 

tranquil scene indeed.  For the most part, natural scientists working in any field or 

subfield tend to be in agreement about most of the assertions of their discipline.  

They will typically agree about many of the central phenomena to be explained 

and about the broad range of quantitative and experimental techniques appropriate 

for establishing 'factual claims.'  Beyond this agreement about what is to be 

explained, there is usually agreement at the deeper level of explanatory and 

theoretical entities.  Chemists, for instance, talk quite happily about atomic 

structure and subatomic particles.  Geologists, at least for now, treat in a matter-

of-fact fashion claims about the  existence of massive subterranean plates 

whose motion is thought to produce most of the observable (i.e. surface) tectonic 

activity - claims that, three decades ago, would have been treated as hopelessly 

speculative.  Biologists agree about the general structure of DNA and about many 

of the general mechanisms of evolution, even though few  can be directly 

observed. [9]  

Where does engineering fit into this picture?  The likely answer is, somewhere in 

between the "hard" and the "soft" sciences.  Engineering disciplines that "derive" from 

the more developed natural sciences, such as chemical engineering (chemistry), electrical 

engineering and mechanical engineering (physics), civil engineering (geology and 

physics) share some of the developmental characteristics of these disciplines.  Fields such 

as industrial engineering, management engineering, and operations research, share more 

of the characteristics associated with business, economics and sociology.  As a colleague 

in industrial engineering noted, "We often beat-up on each other in low paradigm fields 

such as organizational behavior.  In such fields there is always a subgroup of people who 

think what you do is garbage, and you just have to learn to live with it." 

Politics and Influence 

The discipline differences discussed above can have a very real impact on academic 

politics as sociologists Beyer and Lodahl noted in their study of the governance in British 

and American universities: 

...the higher predictability of greater paradigm development tends to increase 

consensus over means and goals.... This serves to reduce conflicts within 



departments, and may reduce the potential for conflict and misunderstanding with 

the administration.  Second, faculty members who have more consensus can form 

stronger and more effective coalitions than those in fields rife with internal 

conflicts. [10] 

Jeffrey Pfeffer, professor of organizational behavior in the Stanford University Graduate 

School of Business has studied politics and influence in organizations extensively.  He 

found that more paradigmatically developed academic disciplines such as physics and 

chemistry had department heads who tended to stay in their jobs for longer periods of 

time.  According to Pfeffer: 

When there is consensus in the department about research  methods, curriculum 

content and other such issues, it matters less who heads the department.... This 

unity has obvious advantages for dealing with other units.  There is more stability, 

and the leader knows that his or her position is relatively secure. [11] 

Pfeffer also notes that departments in more developed fields tend to have longer chains of 

courses, that is, one course serving as a prerequisite for another.  He sees such chains as a 

reflection of the relatively high agreement on the core concepts in the field and how these 

concepts and skills are allocated to specific courses. [12] 

Types of Graduate Students 

Another area where there are significant differences among disciplines is in the 

nationality and gender, race and ethnicity of graduate students.  These differences bear 

directly on the future faculty population in various fields, since it is from this pool that 

the vast majority of new faculty will come.  Table 2.1 compares the number of foreign 

students with the total number of students in various fields who earned doctorates in the 

U.S.  

Table 2.1 Available on request 

The high percentages of foreign students, 44 percent, in mathematics and computer 

science, and 51 percent in engineering, reflect the relatively great paradigm development 

of these fields.  Also, to a large extent they are, "culturally and politically neutral."  Add 

to this neutrality, their relative practicality as seen by many countries throughout the 

world, and it is not surprising most foreign students are in these fields.  A similar 

situation exists in Canadian universities.  [13]   

Given the world-wide pool from which to draw, it is also not surprising that foreign 

students are often among the best in their fields.  About 50% of the foreign students in 

U.S. and Canadian universities seek academic positions in North America after 

graduation or a period as a postdoc.  In so doing they add to the cultural mix and diversity 

which enriches academia.  They also contribute to the current large supply of students 

seeking postdoc and academic positions.  Also, most of these foreign students and 

postdocs did not attend U.S. or Canadian schools as undergraduates, so they often do not 

share the same understanding about college life as their North American counterparts.   



Table 2.2 looks at doctorate degrees by sex and field in the U.S., and Table 2.3 does the 

same for race/ethnicity. 

Table 2.2 Available on request 

Table 2.3 Available on request 

Women received almost half of all social and behavioral sciences, and almost one third of 

the natural science degrees at the doctoral level.  These numbers represents a doubling of 

the female participation rates over the last 15 years.  However, women still received 

relatively few engineering or mathematics/computer science degrees at the doctoral level, 

nine and 20 percent, respectively. 

The number of doctorates obtained by underrepresented minorities has increased over the 

last 15 years in all fields of science and engineering, especially in the social and natural 

sciences.  However, this growth is from a small base.  These populations still represent 

only four percent of all natural science and two percent of engineering and computer 

science doctoral degrees. [14] Similar patterns exist in Canadian universities. [15] 

One  way to help increase the number of minority graduate students in science and 

engineering is to have more faculty role models who can mentor such students.  This 

mentoring can be a source of considerable pleasure and satisfaction.  As with all 

mentoring, it can also take a great deal of time.  Furthermore, it is not always a good idea 

for women and minority faculty to be seen as only mentoring women and minority 

students.  In addition to pressures to serve as mentors, there is often the pressure to serve 

on faculty committees.  As one woman colleague noted: "Every committee seems to feel 

they need to have an X (where X equals your group, i.e., Hispanics, Blacks, women, etc.).  

The fewer the X's around, the more likely it is that you will be contacted." [16]  To help 

with this problem, administrators and mentors of women and minority faculty must take 

the lead in providing support, and in some cases, off-setting time, for new faculty.  We 

will look more closely at how to balance these pressures in a later chapter. 

Number of postdocs 

Another element of interest to tomorrow's professors is the number of postdoctoral 

appointments in various fields.  As can be seen from Table 2.4 there are far more 

appointments relative to earned doctorate degrees in the natural sciences than in 

mathematics and computer sciences, the social sciences, and engineering.   

Table 2.4 Available on request 

While it is fairly common for an engineering Ph.D. to go directly into a tenure-track 

faculty position, such is not the case in the natural sciences.  This difference has 

significant implications for the preparation and job search strategy of future science and 

engineering professors, and will be examined in detail in Part III, Finding and Getting the 

Best Possible Academic Position. 

Number of faculty 



Across all institutions of higher education in the United States, the natural sciences has 

the largest number of full-time faculty, 101,681 out of a total faculty of 526, 222.  By 

contrast, engineering has only 24,680 full-time faculty.  Eighty per cent of the natural 

sciences faculty are male and the comparable percentage in engineering is 94.2. [17] 

There is some evidence that the male/female ratio is beginning to shift.  While current 

data are not available by discipline, a recent study of all full-time faculty shows that 

women make up almost 41 per cent of faculty in their first seven years of their academic 

careers.  This number compares with 28 per cent at the senior faculty level.  Newly hired 

women outnumber newly hired men at liberal arts colleges, although only a third of the 

new hires at research and doctorate institutions are women. [18] 

Financial Compensation 

Another dimension of obvious interest to prospective, as well as current faculty, is 

financial compensation.  Table 2.5 gives the average salaries of full-time science and 

engineering faculty at four-year public and private U.S. academic institutions.  

Table 2.5 Available on request 

These figures are for full-time faculty members on nine or ten month contracts.  Most 

faculty receive additional compensation during the summer for teaching, research, 

consulting or employment in government or industry.  For our purposes, the absolute 

values are less important than are the relative rankings.  The position of engineering at 

the top is due in large measure to competitive pressures from employment opportunities 

in government and industry. 

Ease of Publication 

Another interesting difference among disciplines is the ease or difficulty of publishing 

scholarly papers.  Journals in the natural sciences have significantly lower rejection rates 

than those in the social sciences. [19]  This difference is often taken as evidence of higher 

levels of consensus in the natural sciences, but other factors such as the space available in 

journals, the number of subdisciplines, and what are called field-specific norms can also 

have an impact.   As sociologist Steven Cole points out: 

Physics journals prefer to make 'Type I' errors of accepting  unimportant work 

rather than 'Type II' errors of rejecting potentially important work.  This policy 

often leads to the publication of trivial articles with little or no theoretical 

significance, deficits which are frequently cited by referees in social science fields 

in rejecting articles.  Other fields, such as sociology in the United States, follow a 

norm of rejecting an article unless it represents a significant contribution to 

knowledge.  Sociologists prefer to make Type II errors. [20] 

 

Another factor which affects, if not the ease of publication, then at least the number of 

publications, is collaboration with other investigators.  Today, single author publications 

are rare.  Of the ten most cited articles of 1993, none were by a single author.  When it 



comes to multiple authorship nothing beats high energy physics.  Carlo Rubbia and 

Simon van de Meer were awarded the 1984 Noble Prize in physics.  The results of the 

experiments which led to this prize were reported in two articles in the journal Physics 

Letters published in 1983. The articles were published under the names of 59 and 138 

joint authors, respectively! [21]   

Different publication rates may also correlate closely to differences in the perceived rate 

of advancement in the field.  In a recent survey  80% of the faculty in the biological 

sciences, 59% in the physical sciences, 55% in engineering, yet only 38% in the social 

sciences and 32% in the humanities strongly agreed with the statement, "exciting 

developments are now taking place in my field." [22] 

Expenditures for R&D 

Perhaps nowhere are the differences among the disciplines more evident than in the sums 

of money spent on research and development.  Table 2.6 shows the expenditures for 

academic R&D by field in the U.S. 

Table 2.6 Available on request 

The figures are from both federal and non-federal sources.  Given our earlier discussion, 

it is not surprising that engineering and the physical sciences receive so much more 

support than the social sciences.  Most interesting, however, is how the life sciences 

dominate the picture, consuming $10.828B or 56% of the total.  While more than half of 

this life sciences figure goes for medical research and development, $3.536B, or 18% of 

the total science and engineering R&D budget still goes to the biological sciences. 

We will discuss the impact of changing academic R&D funding on the preparation of 

science and engineering professors in greater detail in the next chapter, New Challenges 

for the Professorate. 

2.2 Departments of Science  

There are approximately 1,500 colleges and universities in the United States and Canada 

that offer at least a bachelor's degree in one or more of the natural sciences.  The most 

common fields are biology, chemistry, geology, mathematics and physics.  Even schools 

offering no degrees in these fields will usually offer courses in them as part of a general 

education requirement.  A number of schools also offer degrees in astronomy and 

geophysics, while a smaller number do so in meteorology, statistics, and other natural 

sciences.  

Since biology, chemistry, mathematics and physics are taught at most four-year schools, 

at least the potential pool of openings for science professors is quite broad.  This breadth 

is clearly not the case for fields such as geophysics and meteorology, but of course there 

are also far fewer doctoral graduates in these fields.  The ratio of academic openings to 

available doctoral graduates may even be higher than in high volume fields like biology 

and chemistry.  However, if the number of such schools is small, then so is the range of 

opportunities.   



Earlier in this chapter we looked at the relationship among the sciences in terms of a 

developmental hierarchy.  You can see this hierarchy in the course requirements for 

different science majors.  Table 2.7 shows the relationship between mathematics and 

science course requirements for various mathematics and science bachelor's degrees at 

Stanford University.  Mathematics majors are not actually required to take any science 

courses to receive their degree.  Physics majors must take physics and mathematics.  

Chemistry majors must take chemistry, physics and mathematics, and biology majors 

must  take all of the above in addition to biology.  Of course, majors in each of these 

fields often take other science courses.  Yet, the actual requirements tell you something 

important about the hierarchy in science, and also the number of faculty needed in 

various fields. Mathematics courses of one kind or another are required of every 

bachelor's degree graduate, no matter what his or her major.  This requirement is less so 

for physics, and even less for chemistry and biology.  In almost all schools mathematics 

majors are a very tiny percentage of the total student body.  But the number of 

mathematics faculty at these schools can be quite large due to the demand for "service" 

courses for other majors.  

Table 2.7 Available on request 

Supply depends not only on the number of doctorates awarded in the various sciences 

each year, but also on the percentage of such degree holders who seek academic 

positions.  This percentage can vary quite a bit among the different science disciplines.  

We will look much more carefully at this variation, as well as the whole demand/supply 

situation, in Chapter 4, Your Professional Preparation Strategy, and  Part III- Finding and 

Getting the Best Possible Academic Position. 

As a future science professor it is important for you to have some idea of what goes on in 

science departments other than the one to which you will be appointed, since as we will 

see, cross-disciplinary interactions are becoming more common.  A first step is to take a 

look at what is taught in other fields.  The easiest way to obtain this information is to 

peruse course descriptions in college catalogs or on the Internet.  Also take the time to 

wander around the buildings, classrooms, offices and laboratories of other science 

departments.  It can actually be quite interesting to compare the activities, layouts, 

overheard conversations, displays, and even laboratory smells, with those of your own 

department.  The differences will be quite revealing and can tell you much about the 

professional activities of your future colleagues. 

2.3 Departments of Engineering 

There are approximately 425 colleges and universities in the United States and Canada 

that offer at least a bachelor's degree in one or more fields of engineering or engineering 

technology.  Represented across these 425 schools are over 261 different engineering 

degree programs ranging from aerospace engineering, to manufacturing systems 

engineering, to nuclear engineering.  Some of these programs, such as computational and 

neural systems engineering (California Institute of Technology), and fire protection 

engineering (University of Maryland, Worcester Polytechnic Institute) are unique to one 

or two schools.  Others such as electrical engineering, civil engineering, and mechanical 

engineering are found in almost all the schools. 



The ten most common graduate engineering departments, in decreasing order, are:  

Electrical engineering/electrical and computer engineering 

Mechanical engineering 

Civil engineering/civil and environmental engineering 

Chemical engineering 

Computer science/computer systems engineering 

Industrial engineering/engineering management 

Materials sciences and engineering 

Nuclear engineering 

Aeronautics/astronautics engineering 

Biomedical engineering [23] 

There are many more electrical engineering departments than there are industrial 

engineering departments and as you would expect there are fewer faculty openings in any 

given year in industrial engineering than in electrical engineering.  However, there are 

also fewer Ph.D. graduates in industrial engineering than in electrical engineering so the 

ratio of the number of openings to the number of graduates could be the same or even 

higher in industrial engineering.  Of course it could also be lower.  The situation is 

complicated further by the fact that approximately 90 percent of industrial engineering 

Ph.D.'s seek academic positions after graduation, whereas approximately 30 percent do 

so in electrical engineering.  As with meteorology and physics, the number of schools 

from which you will have opportunities is much smaller in industrial, than in electrical 

engineering.  Since virtually any school that offers engineering has an electrical 

engineering department, your potential pool of schools covers all regions of North 

America and all types of institutions, (Research, Doctoral, Masters, and Baccalaureate). 

As with future science professors, future engineering professors should have some idea of 

what takes place in other engineering departments.  The comment made earlier with 

respect to college catalogs, the Internet, and looking around different science departments 

applies to engineering as well.  Engineering fields are connected to each other.  There is 

much overlap among them, particularly in fields derived from similar scientific 

disciplines.  Table 2.8 shows the relationships among 10 engineering fields, and 28 

disciplines which support these fields.  Fluid mechanics, for example, is fundamental to 

aeronautics and astronautics, chemical engineering, civil engineering, mechanical 

engineering and petroleum engineering.  The controls discipline is fundamental to 

aeronautics, electrical engineering and mechanical engineering.  The study of 

thermodynamics is critical to aeronautics and astronautics, chemical engineering, civil 

engineering, electrical engineering, materials science, mechanical and petroleum 

engineering.  This distribution of disciplines across departments can form the basis for 

faculty cross-disciplinary collaborations, a subject we will turn to next. 



Table 2.8 Not available 

2.4 Interdisciplinary Collaboration 

The best institutions of the future are those that can reorganize themselves to 

address scientific and educational questions in an interdisciplinary way.  The 

institutions that will have difficulty are those that keep the same rigid structure 

that prevents pollination among disciplines.  Mark C. Rogers, vice chancellor for 

health affairs, Duke University [24] 

Programs to promote interdisciplinary interaction are evident in many university based 

research centers that in one way or another attempt to bring collaborators together around 

common problems or themes.  A number of these centers are supported by a combination 

of outside funds from industry and government.  There are currently over 6,000 

university-related and other not-for-profit centers devoted to research in the physical and 

life sciences and engineering in the United States and Canada. [25]  While there is some 

evidence that a shake-out is occurring in a number of such centers, many will survive and 

prosper over the coming years.   

It is simply no longer true that all problems must be solved in a disciplinary context and 

this change is one of the reasons for the prevalence of such centers.  True, the disciplinary 

context does provide a way of focusing thinking and resources, and over the years has 

resulted in significant advances in all areas of science and engineering.  Yet, increasingly, 

many of the problems faced by society are "systems level" problems whose solutions, if 

they exist at all, require expertise and perspectives from more than one discipline.  

Furthermore, working with colleagues in other disciplines can produce fresh insights into 

one's own discipline-based research.  

Another reason for the development of such centers is that industry, under the right 

circumstances, will support them.  As the shrinking federal research dollar is spread over 

a greater number of institutions, higher education has turned to industry for additional 

support.  This support still provides less than 10% of the total R&D funding at colleges 

and universities, and his not likely to grow significantly in the near future.  However, 

these funds are usually discretionary.  They often support seed projects that form the 

basis for follow-on government support.   

Interdisciplinary centers also expose graduate students to the thinking of other scientists 

and engineers outside their immediate discipline.  Working with a range of individuals 

who have differing perspectives and skills is excellent training for the interdisciplinary 

opportunities that await these students as new professor. 

Nevertheless, the challenges these interdisciplinary collaborations present are formidable.  

First there is the problem of the participants not having a common language or of 

assigning different meanings to the same words or terms.  In the Stanford Integrated 

Manufacturing Association, with which I am associated, the word "manufacturing" has a 

very different meaning to a professor of operations research, than it does to a professor of 

mechanical design.  To the former it may mean organizing the work flow in a system 



with various equipment constraints or bottlenecks; to the latter it may mean redesigning 

the equipment to function more effectively. 

 

Then there are the challenges of interacting with industry that result from different 

cultures, expectations, and reward systems, as well as the conflicts around the trade-offs 

between short and long-term goals.  It is not always easy for faculty to work on research 

problems leading to publications and Ph.D. dissertations, while at the same time meeting 

industry's desire for shorter-term payoffs. 

There are also potential conflict of interest issues.  As Ami Zusman, coordinator for 

Academic Affairs, Office of the President, University of California system points out: 

Industrial support may hinder the flow of research information because industrial 

sponsors often require researchers to delay release of potentially marketable 

results.  It may also alter research priorities; a 1985 Harvard study found that 30 

percent of a national sample of researchers said that they choose research topics 

based on how marketable the results might be.  [26] 

We will look at all these issues in greater detail in Chapter 12, Insights on Research.  For 

now it is worth keeping in mind the admonition of Robert Tschirgi, former professor of 

neurosciences at the University of California, San Diego, who notes that: 

Interdisciplinary collaborations occur when the practitioners reach a development 

in their field that clearly requires input from other fields.  It is not something that 

can be imposed by the administration, or by pious conviction that it is simply a 

'good thing.' [27] 

2.5 Scholarship Across the Disciplines  

In Chapter 1 we introduced the broader concept of scholarship developed by the Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.  We also discussed how support for its 

various forms (discovery, integration, application, and dissemination) differs among 

academic institutions.  Are there also support differences among disciplines within an 

institution?  This question is difficult to answer because no specific surveys have been 

conducted on the subject.  We can glean some insight into the matter by looking at how 

faculty respond to questions about the importance of teaching and research, and from 

informal observations by colleagues at various institutions. 

There is not much evidence to suggest differences in activity among disciplines with 

respect to the scholarship of teaching.  Measures such as the importance of student 

evaluations of courses taught, and the observations of ones teaching by colleagues and/or 

administrators in the granting of tenure don't vary much across disciplines. [28]  There 

are, however, some differences in terms of teaching or research interests across 

disciplines.  In a recent survey of full-time faculty at all institutions of higher learning, 53 

per cent of education faculty, 51 per cent of business faculty, 44 per cent of physical 

sciences faculty, 33 per cent of biological sciences faculty,  and 27 per cent of 



engineering faculty said their interests lie primarily in teaching as compared to research 

[29]   

What about the scholarship of integration which seeks connections across the disciplines 

by placing specialties in a larger context?  There is some indication faculty support such 

efforts.  When asked to respond to the statement, "Multidisciplinary work is soft and 

should not be considered scholarship," 8 percent strongly agreed or agreed with 

reservations, 17 percent were neutral, while a striking 75 percent disagreed with 

reservations or strongly disagreed. [30]   

The survey did show some significant differences among fields with 60 percent of the 

faculty in the social sciences, 53 percent in the biological sciences, 42 percent in the 

physical sciences and 39 percent in engineering strongly disagreeing with the statement.  

These differences are probably due to the types of problems these disciplines seek to 

solve.  Greg Petsco, director of the Rosentiel Medical Sciences Center at Brandies 

University points out that biologists work primarily on systems level problems that lend 

themselves to contributions from a number of subdisciplines.  The same can be said for 

the social sciences.  Yet, there is also some movement in this direction in engineering and 

even in the physical sciences, as investigators in these fields respond to industrial and 

societal problems not restricted to disciplinary boundaries.  We will examine this 

development more closely in the chapters to come. 

Of course there is a difference between voicing support for the scholarship of integration 

and valuing it in the retention, promotion and tenure process.  Steve Benowitz, writing in 

The Scientist notes that "most universities remain bound by traditional departmental 

structures for administrative and curricular purposes, including peer review, tenure and 

promotion." [31]  He goes on to point out that, "many academic administrators advice, 

until young faculty have established a track record within a discipline, is that publications 

should be in that discipline and not outside or shared by too many colleagues. [32] 

Finally, what about the scholarship of application?  In general, fields such as engineering, 

business, education and agriculture are more open to this type of work than are the 

natural sciences.  Within academia, engineering is usually viewed as an applied field, in 

part because of its close association with industry.  How does this view impact tenure and 

promotion decisions?  While the research emphasis in academic engineering remains 

focused on the discover of new knowledge, there has been some movement toward 

acceptance of a more applied scholarship.  In recent years the school of engineering at 

Stanford University has awarded tenure or promotion to a number faculty for what is 

essentially applied research based in large measure on responses to industry problems in 

such areas as microprocessor design, compiler development, hydrology, rapid 

prototyping, and supply chain management.  For the most part, the evaluation of these 

contributions remains in the hands of faculty, but even here there has been an increase in 

the acceptance of letters of support from researchers in government and industry. 

Science has its applied side as well.  It would be a mistake to put all of engineering on the 

technology side of the ledger and all of science on the theoretical side.  Robert McGinn, 

professor of industrial engineering and engineering management at Stanford University 

and director of its Science, Technology and Society program, points out that engineering 



existed long before science, and that the relationship between the two has evolved into, 

"an intimate association of mutually beneficial interdependence." [33]  Even a single 

individual's activities often defy simple classification as "science" or "technology":  For 

example, a molecular biologist creating an organism with desired commercial properties 

may at times function as an engineer, at times as a scientist, and at times as both 

simultaneously.  This dual role might also be true for an electrical engineer designing a 

microprocessor or a low power battery.  In this sense, a technical activity can have a dual, 

scientific-technological character.  Modern science and technology are not only 

interdependent, they overlap. [34] 

2.7 Summary 

We began this chapter by examining the similarities and differences among disciplines 

across the academic institution.  We saw that there is a discipline hierarchy based on 

perceived development of the field.  This hierarchy helps to determine such factors as 

status and prestige, politics and influence, financial compensation, types of students, ease 

of publication, and expenditures for research and development.  We then took an overall 

look at science departments and engineering departments, the subjects taught in each 

discipline, and the possible relationships among disciplines within science and 

engineering.  These relationships can form a basis for cross-disciplinary collaboration.  

The trend toward such collaboration was discussed next, with a look at both the prospects 

and problems associated with such interactions.  We then return to the model of 

scholarship introduced in Chapter 1 with a look at differences in such scholarship across 

disciplines.  The chapter concluded with a vignette on the issues faced by Gerry Selter, 

dean of the College of Science at San Jose State University, a large master's granting 

institution in San Jose, California.   

This is an unsettling time for academic science and engineering.  Significant forces are at 

work, both internal and external, that will almost certainly transform the way science and 

engineering is carried out at colleges and universities.  In the next chapter we conclude 

our setting of the academic stage by examining some of these forces and their 

implications for tomorrow's professors of science and engineering. 

2.8 References 

Available on request 

 

 

3. Survey finds increases in faculty pay and significant gaps by 

discipline 

Inside Higher Education 

Scott Jaschik on March 16, 2015 - 3:00am 

 



Median base salaries of full-time faculty members at four-year colleges and 

universities increased by 2 percent in 2014, down from 2.1 percent the year 

before, according to a report being released today by the College and 

University Professional Association for Human Resources. The survey 

found slightly larger gains for those at public institutions (2.1 percent) than 

at private institutions (2.0 percent). 

 

With the Consumer Price Index at 1.6 percent for the year, that means real 

spending power increases (but small ones) for full-time faculty members at 

four-year colleges. 

 

The median average salary for non-tenure-track teaching faculty is 87.8 

percent of that received by tenured/tenure-track faculty. And the ratio is 

better for non-tenure-track faculty members at public institutions (90.5 

percent) than at private institutions (86 percent). An important caveat is that 

only those non-tenure track faculty members who work full-time at an 

institution are counted, and many part-timers are likely paid much less (even 

if adding up their various commitments at various colleges). 

 

The CUPA-HR study is one of two annual reviews on the state of faculty 

salaries. A larger study by the American Association of University 

Professors, which also includes data from community colleges, will be 

released in April. While that study is not yet available in full, the AAUP 

provided some summary data for comparison to the CUPA-HR figures. The 

AAUP expects its study will show an overall salary increase of 2.2 percent 

for full-time professors, with larger gains at private institutions (2.4 percent) 

than at publics (2.25 percent). 

 

Disciplinary Gaps 

 

The AAUP study features data on individual institutions, by rank. The 

CUPA-HR study focuses on disciplines and does not have institution-by-

institution breakdowns. 

 

As has been the case in recent years, the gaps are large. The highest-paid 

disciplines, for public and private institutions alike, are law, business and 

engineering. The lowest-paid disciplines vary by sector and rank, but tend to 

come in the arts and humanities. For example, across sectors, a full professor 

of business would have an average salary of $126,659, while a full professor 

of history would have an average of $88,596. The average for a new 



assistant professor of computer science was $83,430 while the average for a 

new assistant professor of English was $58,118. 

 

The large salary gaps for new professors may understate the financial impact 

of these differences. Generally, those in the higher-paying disciplines are 

also in fields where time to degree for Ph.D.s is considerably shorter than 

those in the low-paying fields. So those being paid the least have taken the 

longest to be able to apply for full-time jobs, and on average have more debt. 

 

The following table shows the figures for disciplines and ranks. 

Please go to: 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/03/16/survey-finds-

increases-faculty-pay-and-significant-gaps-discipline 


