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Getting into the
“Ivory Tower™

Graduate students seeking careers
as teachers, administrators, research-
ers, as well as experienced personnel
seeking position changes in higher
education are experiencing a very com-

petitive job market. With declining en-
rollments in higher education and an

oversupply of qualified job candidates, -

getting into the “lvory Tower” is not
easy today as it once was. For this rea-
son, applicants must have a good un-
derstanding of the academic job search
to be able to compete effectively.

Although the job search for both
academic and non-academic positions
is fundamentally the same — positions
become available, candidates apply,
and candidates are selected — the aca-
demic job search has some unique
differences. Some of the most obvious
differences are that positions are fre-
quently announced in nationally circu-
lated publications for academics, that
candidates prepare an abundance of
specific kinds of supporting documents,
and that candidates are screened, inter-
viewed, and selected by search commit-
tees. There are many other less obvious
but very important differences which
graduate students should understand
as they prepare for their job search for
positions in higher education.

The job search for academic posi-
tions is a systematic process comprised
of several steps. This process is used
by applicants for positions in almost all
academic disciplines and a variety of
positions in administration. This process
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The Job Search

has become a standard process in ap-
plying for positions in nearly all public
and private institutions of higher educa-
tion: community and junior colleges,
four year colleges, and universities.

Job candidates can plan a well-
organized job search by following these
steps:

1. An assessment of themselves and
the job market.

2. Preparation of supporting docu-
ments.

3. Identification of job vacancies.
Application for positions.

5. Preparation for interviews and deci-
sions regarding positions offered.

.

Assessment of Yourself
and the Job Market

Assessment of Yourself

You need to consider the kinds of
positions for which you qualify on the
basis of your academic preparation,
your professional work experiences,
and your professional goals for the fu-
ture. In assessing yourself, you need to
address these concerns:

1. What you want to accomplish in
your work,

2. What types of organizational set-
tings will provide you with oppor-
tunities to achieve your goals,

3. Where you would like to work
(state, region, country).

You must determine, first of all,
what you want to accomplish in your
work. Do you want to focus on teaching,
on research, on public service, or a
combination of all three? What will be
your level of professional activity and
influence: campus-wide; state-wide; re-
gional; national? Do you plan on a
career as a faculty member? Would you
like opportunities to enter administra-
tion?

You can then consider the types
of organizational settings that are most
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likely to provide you with opportunities
to achieve your goals. You should real-
ize that there are very important differ-
ences in postsecondary institutions,
whether they are community/junior
colleges, four year colleges, or univer-
sities. There are differences in the size
and nature of student population, facul-
ty, and administrators; differences in
the historical and current mission and
philosophy of institutions (liberal arts,
land grant, teacher education and
others); differences in the emphasis
placed on teaching, research, and pub-
lic service; and differences in funding
sources. There are also differences in
academic prestige and reputation and
accreditation status. To determine
whether or not you can accomplish
what you want to accomplish, you need
to understand these important differ-
ences in institutions.

If you are unfamiliar with institutions
announcing job vacancies, you can
easily obtain information about them by
sending for their college catalog and/or
course schedule, by looking in your
campus library or admissions office for
their catalog, or by consulting faculty
and friends who may know the institu-
tion. You need to inquire about what
you can expect if you are hired.

After you have determined what
kind of work you want to do and in
what type of organizational setting, you
must decide about what part of the
country you would like to live in and
work. You must decide whether you
want to live in a rural, urban or subur-
ban setting and in which region of the
country. Remember that your worklife
will be greatly affected by the lifestyle of
the area in which you live. Try to assess
the social, political, educational, and
economic realities of each possible loca-
tion. If you are married and have chil-
dren, consider the needs of your spouse
and children.

Assessment of the Job Market

After your self-assessment, you
should begin an assessment of the job
market. As an applicant, you are surely



Section 3.

familiar with at least some information
about employment trends in the field in
which you are studying. If you are not
informed, detailed and up-to-date infor-
mation regarding job opportunities,
requirements, and trends should be
available to you from a variety of
sources.

First, the faculty and administrators
in your department can probably pro-
vide you with information about employ-
ment trends, in general, as well as
trends affecting the employment of re-
cent graduates of your department.
Second, professional associations fre-
quently conduct surveys and publish
information about the job market. Con-
sult the professional newsletters, jour-
nals, and reports in your field. Third,
your placement office staff can give you
a good idea of the supply and demand
trends in your field. Placement staff con-
tinually maintain their awareness of sup-
ply and demand through reading survey
reports, articles, and other documents.

Preparing Supporting
Documents

In the academic job search, some
standard suppeorting documents are
used by the search committee at various
stages in considering and selecting
candidates: the official academic tran-
script, the placement office credential
file generally containing basic informa-
tion about the candidate's coursework,
professional work experience and
career objectives and letters of recom-
mendation; and the résumé or vita. Prior
to the actual job interview, the only com-
munication which occurs between the
job candidate and the search committee
is through the supporting documents.
For this reason alone, it is imperative
that all documents be up-to-date, avail-
able, accurate, and clearly photodupli-
cated. The materials should contain the
information the committee needs to
make decisions. Almost all of these
materials are considered prior to the job
interview, so students must realize that
they are the instruments used to obtain
an invitation to the interview.

The Academic Transcript

Your official academic transcript
should be complete and accurate and
should record all of your coursework. if
it is requested, you will be asked to
send an “official” copy, or one that is
sent directly from your registrar's office
to the employer, usually with a notarized
seal. However, since it can often take

from one to two weeks for the transcript
to arrive after it's been requested, a list
of your courses, arranged by area of
study, can be placed on the last page
of your vita. This can also be included
in your placement file.

If your list of courses is included as
part of your vita and sent to the em-
ployer with your original cover letter,
you are giving the search committee
an opportunity to see exactly which
courses you have taken, as well as
instructors who may have regional or
national recognition. This is recommend-
ed since many committees will request
the academic transcripts of only the
final candidates and frequently don't
know of the coursework emphases of
applicants who don't make the final
round of selection,

Credential File

The credential file is a permanent
folder containing your letters of recom-
mendation and various forms which you
complete regarding your academic prep-
aration, professional work experience,
and career objectives. The file is stored
permanently in the campus placement
office and is available for use for your
initial job search upon graduation and
all subsequent searches. The original
copies are stored and photocopies
are mailed to employers who request
your credential file.

Prior to the job
interview, the only
communication which
occurs between the job
candidate and the
search committee is
through the supporting
documents.

More and more, the credential file
is used by academic search committees
since it is a convenient packet of in-
formation. Search committees usually
want to see up-to-date letters of recom-
mendation from your current or former
thesis director or dissertation supervisor;
your supervisor of research, practicums
or internships; former professors of
courses you have taken; and super-
visors of full-time professional employ-
ment related to the positions you are
seeking. All letters of recommendation
should be well written, reflect the
writer's knowledge of your academic
preparation and career objectives, and

be positive statements of support for
the positions you seek. With an “open
file" (or non-confidential file) you can
read the letters and have the opportun-
ity not to use any letters that may not be
well written or that may be non-suppor-
tive. With a “closed file"” (or confidential
file) under the FAMILY EDUCATIONAL
RIGHTS AND PRIVACY ACT, you are
unable to read your recommendations.

As you leave each place of employ-
ment in your professional career, you
should ask your immediate supervisors
or individuals above them for letters of
recommendation for your placement file.
In this way, your file will contain con-
tinual evidence of your supervisors'
support of your work. And, once you
leave employment, it becomes more
difficult to locate past supervisors.

In most job searches, there are two
kinds of letters of recommendations: the
all-purpose recommendation and the
specialized letter. For most graduate
students applying for their first positions,
the all-purpose letter is that letter which
you ask individuals to write for a variety
of positions within your field. This letter
contains a general description of your
competencies, work habits, and poten-
tial for the future. This letter can then
be used for applying for any position.
However, in addition, some graduate
students and many more experiénced
professionals find it important to ask
people to write more specialized, tai-
lored letters that will support their appli-
cation for a specific position. Very often,
this is asking your writers to write a
second letter, but their extra efforts are
often more effective with the search
committee. In addition, this kind of letter
can often be requested after job candi-
dates discover that they are among the
finalists for a position.

Résumés and Vitas

Résumés and vitas are summaries
describing who you are and what you
can offer the employer. A résumé is
usually one or two pages in length. A
vita, often called the curriculum vita or
C.V., is a longer document of two to six
pages. In academic job searches, em-
ployers frequently request a résumeé
but, in actuality, want a vita. (For this
reason, the term “vita" will be used
throughout this article.)

In academic job searches, employ-
ers most frequently request that a vita
be sent along with the initial letter of
application. The vita is then used to
screen out persons who do not appear
to have the qualifications for the posi-
tion. Because of this, it is imperative
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