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This report provides guidance on conducting tenure evaluations that are thoughtful and 
just. Flawed tenure processes can exact a heavy toll on the unsuccessful candidate, his 
or her colleagues, and the institution. Our hope is that the good practices offered here 

may lessen the frequency and impact of disputes over tenure. We seek not to debate the merits 
of tenure in American higher education, but rather we seek to examine the tenure process and 
offer some suggestions to those responsible for conducting it.

Each year, thousands of nontenured faculty members undergo evaluations of their work, 
and each year a smaller but still significant number are evaluated for tenure.1 It is no startling 
revelation that problems occasionally arise in tenure reviews. Most academics can recount a 
first- or second-hand tale about a difficult case. Unsuccessful candidates may file appeals on 
their campuses challenging tenure denial, and, with increasing frequency, they resort to the 
courts for redress of perceived discrimination, breach of contract, or other legal wrongs. Judges 
then have the final responsibility to assess tenure standards and procedures.

This report originated at a meeting convened by the American Council on Education 
(ACE), the American Association of University Professors (AAUP), and United Educators 
Insurance (UE).2 The report has been widely read since it was first published in 2000, and the 
three organizations are pleased to issue this revised and updated edition.3 

These collaborating organizations have complementary interests in American higher 
education:



















a good example. Departmental tenure stan-
dards that articulate the different criteria will 
facilitate the legal review of the consistency of 
decisions. 

Given that judges and juries will compare 
the institution’s tenure decisions over time 
and across disciplines, faculty and adminis-
trators need to pay heed to the consistency 
of tenure decisions. Reviewers at each level, 
from the department to the ultimate decision 
maker, should ask, “How does this candidate 
compare to others we have evaluated for 
tenure in the recent past?” Each tenure 
 candidate is unique, and the evaluation  
process is anything but mechanical. 

Even in the face of these difficulties, 
 however, the institution needs to be alert to 
inconsistencies, particularly gross or blatant 
ones. One institution gives its university-wide 
committee a special role in checking for con-
sistency. The committee members’ terms are 
staggered so that at any given time at least 
one member of the committee has served for 
six years. With each new tenure decision, the 
committee compares the candidate to the can-
didates it has evaluated over the past six years. 
Whether using this type of mechanism or 
others, the committee best devotes its atten-
tion to the consistency of decisions before a 
lawsuit is filed rather than after.

The faculty and administration should strive 
for consistency over time in their review of the 
work of each nontenured faculty member. 

It is important for the department chair and 
other reviewers to be consistent over time 
when evaluating an individual candidate. An 
assistant professor may, for example, receive 
five successive annual evaluations from her 
department chair that praise her for excel-
lent teaching. In the sixth year, the depart-
ment chair begins to criticize her teaching. 
The change may be due to an actual decline 
in the candidate’s performance, or it may be 
due to a change in the chair’s approach to the 
evaluation. The institution should strive for 

consistency in the successive evaluations of an 
individual candidate. If challenged in a law-
suit, an institution is placed at a distinct dis-
advantage if an unsuccessful candidate for 
tenure received only excellent evaluations up 
to the point of tenure rejection.

Consistency in successive evaluations, of 
course, does not require that evaluators pho-
tocopy the same written comments and reuse 
them annually. Successive evaluations should, 
rather, faithfully reflect the candidate’s per-
formance, including both improvements 
and declines. A careful department chair will 
review the prior evaluation before writing the 
next one as a check on both the expectations 
that were conveyed and the candidate’s prog-
ress in meeting them. The evaluations may 
also be useful items to include in the tenure 
application file. Faculty and administrators 
who conduct tenure reviews may benefit from 
seeing the earlier annual evaluations. If a can-
didate received earlier excellent evaluations 
but is rejected for tenure, he or she will be 
understandably frustrated by what appear to 
be capricious and misleading actions.

A department’s counseling of nontenured  
faculty members should be consistent with its 
and the institution’s tenure requirements. 

The department bears the major responsibility 
for ensuring that a tenure candidate receives 
appropriate ongoing counseling during the 
probationary period. In several recent tenure 
disputes, departments have been faulted for 
providing inconsistent counseling or guidance 
to a junior faculty member.

In one situation, the president of a 
research university addressed a grievance filed 
by an unsuccessful tenure candidate. In decid-
ing the grievance, the president wrote to the 
candidate explaining that he was assessing 
“whether you were substantially misled about 
your progress in meeting University stan-
dards.” The president concluded, “In light 
of the exceptionally incautious feedback that 
you received from your department, you may 
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not have taken every opportunity available to 
you to make more progress on your second 
project before your tenure review . . .” Based 
on this flaw in the department’s treatment of 
the candidate, the president upheld the griev-
ance, offering as a remedy additional time and 
another tenure review.

Departmental evaluations that are incon-
sistent with the institution’s requirements 
can also be problematic. At Trinity College in 
Connecticut, the chemistry department had 
supported the tenure candidacy of Dr. Leslie 
Craine. When the college’s Appointments and 
Promotions Committee voted against Craine, 
the department wrote to the committee  
asking for reconsideration. As quoted in 



for their opinions. If she departs from normal 
practice, and if the candidate is rejected, the 
candidate may argue that the outsiders were 
unduly influential. The candidate might argue 
further that the provost specifically sought 
negative opinions in an effort to scuttle the 
tenure application. 

Another example is the administrator who 
will soon return to the faculty. If the adminis-
trator recommends against tenure for a can-
didate from the same field, the individual 
may allege that the administrator acted out of 
biased self-interest. The candidate may assert 
that the administrator wished to save a “slot” 
for his or her return to the faculty or did not 
want to compete with the more successful 
junior scholar. 

Fortunately, these situations are relatively 
uncommon. They underscore, however, that 
special circumstances enhance the need for 
consistency.

All reviewers should follow tenure procedures 
to the letter. 

An unsuccessful tenure candidate may seek 
to overturn the decision by pointing to irreg-
ularities in the handling of his or her tenure 
review. It is easy to state the abstract prop-
osition that a college or university should 
faithfully and consistently follow its own pro-
cedures. Turning this abstraction into a reality 
requires ongoing vigilance and attention to 
detail. 

The use of outside letters of reference 
offers a ready illustration. In one case at 
Kansas State University, a federal judge 
noted a departure from institutional rules on 
external letters:

The tenured faculty voted without having  
 reviewed letters from faculty outside of the  
 school (outside reviewers), which was the  
 school’s practice, although the school’s  
 written procedures provide for such infor- 
 mation to be available for review prior to  
 voting.9 

In another case, the University of 
Minnesota solicited more than 40 external 
review letters about a female mathematician, 
while the normal number would have been six 
to 10.10 

The best written rules are not always  
easily applied to actual situations, but all 
evaluators should strive to adhere as scrupu-
lously as possible to the institution’s tenure 
review procedures. Letters of reference are 
one potential point of contention. A fuller 
list of the key steps in the tenure process that 
require close attention includes:
• Compilation of the tenure application file.
• Procedures for identifying external  

referees.
• Voting eligibility of departmental mem-

bers (including faculty on leave).
• 
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The concepts of clarity, consistency, 
and candor are useful in analyz-
ing tenure evaluation procedures. 

Admittedly, though, the categories overlap 
somewhat. If, for example, tenure criteria are 
not clear, then it will be difficult if not impos-
sible to counsel a tenure-track faculty member 
candidly about his or her progress in meeting 
them. Examining institutional processes from 
the perspective of tenure-track faculty can be 
instructive. Here are some observations from 
tenure-track faculty that illustrate the stresses 
they face.11 Their concerns also illustrate the 
overlapping nature of clarity, consistency, 
and candor:

“What does it take to get tenure? 
That’s the million dollar question. 
Standards change, and you never 
know how many articles you need.” 

“I had a book contract, and in my 
second year review, they said I should 
concentrate on articles, not the book. 
So I did. In my fourth year review, 
they said, ‘Where’s the book?’” 

“I’m in business, but my field is in 
psychology, so about half my work is 
published in psychological journals. 
My department chair told me that 
was fine.” The dean of this individ-
ual, however, told the interviewers, 
“What advice would I give to a young 
faculty member? I’d tell them to  
publish in business journals. We are 

a professional field and we should 
service the profession. To publish 
elsewhere would be a risk.” 

“Almost 50 percent of my time is 
[spent] on committees. The problem 
is that we don’t have enough senior 
faculty to go around, and those who 
are senior don’t want to serve. The 
department chair feels he doesn’t 
have a choice, and the dean seems 
oblivious. There are always good rea-
sons to put me on a committee; it’s 
just that I don’t think it will help me 
get tenure.” 

A faculty member at a small college 
described her third-year review: 
“That year the review was just a 
mess so it wasn’t particularly help-
ful . . . They wanted names of three 
potential reviewers and so I did my 
research about people who were in 
appropriate institutions and so on 
and submitted the names. Then some 
time passed and finally I got word 
that all the reviewers had to be local 
and none of the reviewers I had given 
them were local. That meant that in 
a matter of two or three days I had 
to come up with new names. It was 
incredibly stressful.” 



ing review of a tenure-track faculty member. 
Mathematician John B. Conway has described 
for fellow department chairs the overriding 
importance of candor in evaluations:12 

“On humanitarian and professional 
grounds, junior faculty should get a 
clear understanding of their status 
long before tenure is considered. 

“It is the head’s solemn duty 
to report to the candidate any bad 
news that comes out of the retention 
review. In a serious situation, the can-
didate should be asked to respond in 
writing. No one likes to communicate 
bad news. (Well, almost no one.) But 
it is absolutely essential that you do 
this, especially now. A head who puts 
on kid gloves at such a time is doing 
no one a favor. If the report is so bad 
that it seems irredeemable, terminate 
the candidate now before tenure is 
considered.

“There is the legal question, 
but there is also your obligation as a 
human being and the unofficial  
mentor of this young colleague. Do 
you really want them to spend the 
next few years thinking there is noth-
ing to correct? That what they have 
been doing is leading toward tenure? 
And meantime the faculty is anticipat-
ing change and will conclude, when 
it fails to appear, that this person did 
not heed a warning and, hence, is 
unworthy of tenure. I have known of 
cases where a department head did 
not pass on the faculty’s concerns. 
When tenure was eventually denied, 
the candidate was shocked, the facul-
ty discovered their warnings were not 
transmitted, and the head’s prestige 
and reputation suffered.

“A word of caution here is advis-
able. With five or six years of con-
tact, people can become very friendly. 

Sufficiently friendly that hard 
decisions are almost impossible. 
Remember you are running a depart-
ment, not a club. Chumminess is not 
an area where excellence suffices for 
tenure. Nice young mathematicians 
do not invite harsh judgments, but 
your job, and that of your colleagues, 
is to promote the well-being of the 
university. It is not to promote the 
sociability of the department.” 

The temptation to put social concerns 
ahead of academic needs is real. In an article 
about a multimillion dollar jury verdict in a 
tenure denial case involving a chemistry pro-
fessor, the press reported:

“David Henderson, then chairman 
of the chemistry department, said 
recently that he and his colleagues 
incorrectly perceived their roles as 
Ms. Craine’s advocates. ‘She was a 
friend,’ he explained. ‘We’d worked 
with her for six years . . . Today, Mr. 
Henderson describes some of the 
things that he wrote in the depart-
ment’s letter of appeal as ‘hyperbole,’ 
part of a ‘calculated strategy’ to meet 
the requirements for appealing a neg-
ative tenure decision.”13 

Against this backdrop, we offer three gen-
eral principles to guide the candor of faculty 
evaluations. 

An institution owes every tenure-track faculty 
member a clear explanation of the require-
ments for tenure. 

The institution should give every new faculty 
member an explanation of the requirements 
for reappointment and tenure. Members of the 
search committee might convey some infor-
mation about standards during the interview 
process. Whatever the nature of discussions 
during the search process, after appointment 
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the department or administration should fur-
nish a thorough explanation. Subsequent eval-
uations then provide an opportunity to review 
the requirements with the candidate. AAUP 
recommends that:

Probationary faculty members should  
be advised, early in their appointment, 
of the substantive and procedural stan-
dards generally accepted in decisions 
affecting renewal and tenure. Any spe-
cial standards adopted by their particu-
lar departments or schools should also 
be brought to their attention.14 

It is vital that the institution promptly 
inform the candidate of any changes in the 
standards. Interdisciplinary scholars may 
require special attention. Faculty members 
who are affiliated with more than one depart-
ment face a particular risk that the institution 
will not clearly define the overall standards 
for evaluation of their performance, or will 
change these standards frequently over time. 

An institution owes every tenure-track faculty 
member clear advice about his or her progress 
in meeting tenure requirements. 

The institution’s primary goal in the evalua-
tion is to give the candidate a full understand-
ing of his or her progress to date in meeting 
the requirements. Candor is critical to both 
the institution and the candidate. The evalu-
ation should be specific and should cover the 
full review period. Evaluators should avoid 
broad generalizations such as “Don’s teaching 
has improved over the past year.” Add specific 
details, such as “In his introductory readings 
course, Don succeeded in motivating the stu-
dents, stimulating class discussion, and pre-
paring them for upper level work. His new 
compilation of reading material will have last-
ing value for our curriculum.”

The evaluation should cover the entire 
review period, not just the most recent few 
weeks or months. Normally the department 

chair shares the written evaluation with the 
candidate. In a meeting to discuss the evalu-
ation, the department chair should take the 
opportunity to engage the faculty member in 
a substantive discussion about work to date 
and realistic prospects for the future. Use the 
meeting as an occasion for two-way communi-
cation, not just a one-way critique.

Most flawed academic evaluations tend to 
be excessively positive. A sugar-coated review 
is easiest for the chair to dispense and for the 
candidate to swallow. But over the long run, it 
can prove harmful to everyone. 

William Tierney and Estela Mara 
Bensimon have explained the importance of 
constructive criticism of tenure-track faculty:

[C]andidates should not be betrayed by 
the system. If evaluations throughout 
the first five years have been positive, 
yet the candidate is denied tenure, 
then a mistake needs to be rectified. 
Formal evaluation can be helpful to 
an individual if it deals with areas for 
improvement as well as strengths. An 
organization that does not take evalu-
ation seriously is apt to disable a can-
didate for tenure because he or she has 
never received adequate feedback. In 
effect, the greater blame goes to the 
organization, but the unsuccessful 
candidate must pay the penalty.15 

In today’s legal climate, the institution 
can pay its penalty in the lawsuit that the 
unsuccessful candidate brings against it. 

Evaluators should state their constructive 
criticism in plain English rather than couch-
ing it in the argot of diplomacy. Consider this 
example. A chair tells a candidate that her 
most recent published article was “good.” The 
chair means that, while the article was basi-
cally acceptable, it did not meet the depart-
ment’s high standards of excellence. The 
candidate, for her part, perceives the com-
ment as praise. A jury later deciding a law-
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An institution is vulnerable to challenge 
if it gives short shrift to any of the elements 
of candor. Particularly dangerous is the situa-
tion in which the institution has offered a can-
didate glowing evaluations for five years but 
then denies tenure on the basis of some inad-
equacy that no one ever communicated during 
the entire probationary period.

2 0   G O O D  P R A C T I C E  I N  T E N U R E  E V A L U A T I O N

Every tenure–track faculty member 
deserves:

3 A clear explanation of the requirements for 

reappointment and tenure, including any  

criteria specific to the department or school.

3 Periodic evaluations of his or her progress in 

meeting the requirements.

3 Candor in all evaluations.

3 Specific examples that illustrate the quality of 

his or her performance.

3 Constructive criticism outlining any potential 

areas for improvement.

3 A review covering the entire evaluation period, 

not just the recent past.

3 An evaluation in plain English.

3 Practical guidance for future efforts to meet 

the requirements, without promises or  

guarantees that the institution may not be able 

to honor.

3  An understanding of how a review (or reviews) 
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Almost no one in the history depart-
ment has talked to me this entire 
semester. I’m like someone who 

has been airbrushed out of a Kremlin 
photograph.” 

— Historian denied tenure at Yale 
University 

“It’s like you have leprosy.” 
— English professor denied tenure at the 

University of Michigan16 

At most institutions, a denial of tenure 
means that the unsuccessful candidate 
will remain one final year and then depart. 
Faculty and administrators should continue 
to treat a candidate who has been rejected 
for tenure as a professional colleague. The 
institution can take many steps to help the 
individual with what may be a difficult tran-
sition. If the institution provides assistance 
and expressions of concern, it may reduce the 
anger and desire for revenge that some unsuc-
cessful candidates feel. Caring for unsuccess-
ful candidates is a humane and decent thing 
to do. It is also a good way to prevent some 
lawsuits. 

Deliver the bad news with compassion.

Consider how your institution notifies candi-
dates that they have been denied tenure. The 
most impersonal way is a short letter. How 
would you feel if you received this letter?

Dear Professor Jones,

It is my responsibility to advise you 
that the governing board voted last 
week to deny your application for 
tenure and promotion. You will 
receive a terminal one-year contract 
running through next June. Let me 
offer thanks for your years of service 
to our college and wish you well in 
your future professional endeavors.

Sincerely,  
President Smith

One immediate question would be why 
the president did not send the letter more 
promptly after the board voted. But beyond 
that relatively minor detail, the letter is  
highly impersonal. It essentially abandons 
Professor Jones to face the future alone. 

Written notice of the tenure denial is 
important from a legal standpoint. A better 
letter would provide an opportunity to meet 
with the provost or other high-level academic 
administrator to discuss the decision and 
any relocation assistance that the institution 
could provide. 

Experience suggests that the provost, or 
similar official, should meet with each candi



ent time, unfortunately, you and the institu-
tion were not a good long-term match.” The 
provost should allow the candidate to express 
feelings about the situation, which can pro-
vide the individual with some catharsis. The 
provost can also begin to outline ways in 
which the institution may be able to assist 
with the candidate’s transition. 

Encourage colleagues to interact profession-
ally with the unsuccessful candidate after the 
denial of tenure. 

Social isolation can exacerbate the unsuc-
cessful tenure candidate’s sense of failure. 
Colleagues should take care to interact sensi-
tively and professionally with the individual 
after a negative decision. Take time for con-
versation and social interactions. Common 
courtesies can reduce some of the sting of the 
outcome.

One unsuccessful candidate described the 
awkwardness of hosting at her home a gather-
ing for prospective students. She was obliged 
to “sell” them on the value of an institu-
tion that had recently rejected her. Should 
the gathering have been held elsewhere? The 
best approach probably would have been for 
the chair to ask whether she preferred to host 
what was an annual event one final time or to 
let the task fall to someone else. Unilaterally 
shifting the function without consultation 
probably would have been unwise. Open 
lines of communication can help the candi-
date through a difficult period and reduce 
the prospect of disputes over small or large 
issues.
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Checklist on Caring for Unsuccessful Candidates







here are designed to avert problems that can 
detract from the hard work of evaluating  
academic achievement. They are also designed 
to enhance the fairness of the tenure process. 
A few of the suggestions address institutional 
policy. Most speak to the words and deeds 

of the people who implement that policy. 
We commend these practices to the serious 
attention of department chairs, other faculty 
involved in tenure evaluations, and academic 
administrators.
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