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ABSTRACT This research uses data from a national survey of political science department
chairs to explore when tenure protects incompetent faculty. The characteristics of the
responding institutions and the procedures and standards they use when evaluating ten-
ure applications were analyzed to determine how they related to the protection of the
incompetent. The results reveal that tenure is most likely to shield incompetent faculty
when collegiality plays a role in tenure decisions and when departments focus on the
quantity of articles an applicant publishes. The findings also show that when departments
demand that candidates publish in prestigious journals and when higher authorities at the
institution have reversed positive departmental tenure recommendations, the probability
that the incompetent are protected declines.

This research explores the circumstances under which
tenure protects incompetent faculty.1 Incompetent
faculty are those who fail to meet the teaching,
research, and service expectations at their institu-
tion. Systematic research by Katz (1973), Kawar

(1983), and Park and Riggs (1993) indicates that these were the
criteria used for assessing faculty performance at every institu-
tion investigated, and an examination of American Association of
University Professors (AAUP) documents reveals that these have
been the accepted standards for evaluating faculty for nearly a
century (AAUP 1915; 2009).2 As many readers know, the possible
connection between tenure and incompetence is among the most
contentious issues in higher education. Controversies associated
with this subject have prompted many institutions to tighten the
procedures and standards they use in making tenure decisions, to
implement posttenure reviews, and to consider time limits on
grants of tenure (see Goodman 1994; Kelley 2000; Turner 1997;
Whicker 1997; Wood and Des Jarlais 2006).3

Although changing the system to try to prevent tenure from
shielding nonperforming faculty could affect faculty careers and
the freedom and creativity that are at the heart of academia, very
little research has focused on the relationship between tenure and
incompetence. Instead, the scholarly discussion of the problem
has consisted of speculation regarding why some tenured faculty
may not perform as expected. For example, in an early examina-

tion of the subject, Machlup (1964, 115–16) argued that the expla-
nation may reside in an improperly conducted tenure review pro-
cess, the failure of institutional leaders to maintain a challenging
academic environment, the personality traits of individual fac-
ulty, or characteristics specific to certain types of institutions. More
recent discussions also point to these possibilities, with Lewis
(1980, 87), Taylor (2010, 204–09), and Wood and Des Jarlais (2006,
563) describing faculty personalities and age as potential expla-
nations; Whicker (1997, 22–23) asserting that institutional leader-
ship plays a key role; and Brown and Kurland (1990, 331) and
Pilant and Ellison (1997, 17) maintaining that tenure decision pro-
cedures and standards account for the problem.

The research to date has done little to clarify the matter, for it
has dealt with such matters as how posttenure reviews are struc-
tured (Goodman 1994; Wood and Des Jarlais 2006); the use of
external review letters in tenure cases (Schlozman 1998); whether
the materials used in tenure reviews can predict successful aca-
demic careers (Lewis 1980); how well peer reviews, student eval-
uations, and portfolios measure teaching (Boyer 1990; Algozzine
et al. 2004; Kelly-Woessner and Woessner 2006; Kohut, Burnap,
and Yon 2007; Langbein 1994; Yon, Burnap, and Kohut 2002); the
standards differing types of departments use in tenure decisions
(Rothgeb and Burger 2009); and what variables are associated with
the denial of tenure and with promotions in political science
departments (Hesli, Lee, and Mitchell 2012; Marshall and Roth-
geb 2011). This absence of research regarding when tenure pro-
tects the incompetent leaves a serious gap in our understanding
of an important professional issue. It also prompts one to wonder
how effective any tenure reforms can be if they are based more on
conjecture than on empirical analysis.
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This essay addresses this need for research by systematically
investigating how an institution’s characteristics and the proce-
dures and standards used to assess tenure applications are related
to when tenure shields incompetent faculty.4 The following text
describe how the data were obtained and analyzed.

THE DATA

This study uses data from a mail survey sent in February 2010 to
1,248 chairs of political science departments in the United States
that offer bachelors, masters, and doctoral degrees.5 The APSA
provided the names and addresses.6 Faulty addresses led to 36
returns for an effective population of 1,212. Responses were received
from 361 chairs (58 doctoral departments, 77 offering a masters
degree, and 226 with a bachelors program), yielding a response
rate of 29.8 %.7

Information for the dependent variable, tenure protects incom-
petent faculty, was acquired by asking the chairs to respond yes
(coded 1) or no (coded 0) to the following statement: “At my
college/university, tenure has shielded incompetent faculty from
dismissal.” Among the respondents, 61.5% answered yes, while
38.5% said no.8 This procedure yielded a measurement indicating
whether the problem of tenure protecting incompetence existed
at the responding institution. As Euben (2002) illustrates, more
detailed data pertaining to the magnitude of the incompetence
problem from campus to campus requires the examination of data
that often are afforded legal protection and/or that institutions
hesitate to release. Acquiring such information, when it is avail-
able, probably is best pursued by means of campus-specific case
studies. Still, the current measure should provide a useful starting
point for the long-overdue analysis of an important tenure-
related issue.9

The first of the independent variables pertained to institu-
tional characteristics. These included total enrollment (coded 1
for fewer than 5,000 students, 2 for 5,000–10,000, 3 for 10,001–
20,000, and 4 for more than 20,000), location (rural � 1, other �
0), whether the institution was public (coded 1) or private (coded
0), and unionized (coded 1) or nonunionized (coded 0). The public/
private and union/nonunion variables were included to assess
assertions from the ongoing national debate regarding how these
variables affect education. Privatization frequently is depicted as
forcing institutions to use resources carefully because they receive
less government support, making them more careful about grant-
ing tenure and less likely to have nonperforming tenured faculty
on their staffs.10 For their part, unions sometimes are described as
protecting all employees regardless of performance, thus increas-
ing the probability that unionized campuses will have incompe-
tent tenured faculty members.11

As noted above, additional independent variables relating to
the procedures and standards used during tenure reviews were
analyzed. The procedural items comprised whether the chairs
reported that collegiality is an important factor in tenure deci-
sions at their college/university (coded yes � 1, no � 0), whether
the institution required external review letters in tenure cases

(yes � 1, no � 0), whether the department had set standards to
guide tenure votes (yes�1, no�0), and whether a positive depart-
mental tenure decision has been reversed by higher authorities
(yes�1, no�0). The letters and standards variables were included
to assess how much an institution attempted to reduce the roles
of personality and institutional social connections in tenure deci-
sions and to ensure that tenure candidates’ records conform to
discipline-wide views of excellence. The collegiality variable tends
to tap the opposite impulse, reflecting the willingness to include
in tenure decisions someone’s ability to work as part of a profes-
sional team. Finally, reversal by higher authorities indicates how
actively an institution’s top administrators participate in tenure
decision making.12

The standards variables pertained to research, teaching, and
service. Six research variables were analyzed. Three related to pub-
lishing requirements to receive tenure: (1) the number of articles
or the equivalent tenure candidates were expected to publish (no
set requirement � 0, one article � 1, two or more � 2, one per
year � 3, two or more per year � 4), (2) the number of articles
tenure candidates were expected to publish in the most presti-
gious journals in their specific field (no set requirement�0, one�
1, two or more�2, one per year�3, two or more per year�4), and
(3) the number of books tenure candidates were expected to pub-
lish (no set requirement � 0, one � 1, two or more � 2). In addi-
tion, chairs were asked whether single-authored publications were
essential for tenure (yes � 1, no � 0), whether teaching publica-
tions were equal to substantive publications (yes �1, no � 0), and
whether research is the most important factor in the institution’s
tenure decisions (yes �1, no � 0).13 Marshall and Rothgeb (2011,
576) and Rothgeb and Burger (2009, 517) used the first five of
these variables to assess research requirements in tenure cases.

The sixth variable was included to control for the emphasis placed
on research in tenure decisions.

The teaching variables included several of the items Rothgeb
and Burger (2009, 516) report are used to assess teaching during
tenure reviews. These were (1) student evaluations (yes, teaching
evaluations are required � 1, no � 0), (2) portfolios (yes � 1,
no � 0), (3) peer reviews by a faculty member or administrator
(yes � 1, no � 0), (4) whether tenure candidates are expected to
create new courses (yes � 1, no � 0), and (5) whether the candi-
date teaches courses required by the department or the college/
university (yes � 1, no � 0). In addition, the chairs were asked to
state whether teaching was the most important factor in tenure
decisions at their institution (yes � 1, no � 0). Student evalua-
tions, portfolios, and peer reviews tap the quality of an applicant’s
teaching, whereas teaching required courses and setting up new
courses pertain to the candidate’s curricular contributions. The
teaching importance variable controlled for the emphasis placed
on teaching during tenure reviews.

The last group of variables was for service. These included
(1) whether tenure applicants were required to serve on at least
one departmental committee (yes �1, no � 0), (2) whether candi-
dates were required to work with student clubs (yes � 1, no � 0),

The collegiality variable tends to tap the opposite impulse, reflecting the willingness to
include in tenure decisions someone’s ability to work as part of a professional team.
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(3) whether a strong commitment to advising was required
(yes�1, no�0), and (4) whether community service was expected
(yes �1, no � 0).14

Logit regression analysis was used to assess how each cluster
of independent variables affected incompetence. Logit is a regres-
sion technique that assesses how an independent variable affects
a dichotomous dependent variable while controlling for the
remaining variables in the analysis.15 The model used to examine
the institutional variables provides an example of the basic
equation:

Incompetence � a � b1 Public � b2 Location � b3 Unionized

� b4 Enrollment � e

The same type of equation was used to evaluate each of the other
variable clusters.

Before turning to the results, note that because colleges and
universities have differing missions, a series of parallel analyses
were conducted that controlled for such variables as the emphasis
an institution places on research and teaching when making ten-
ure decisions, whether attempts have been made to limit tenure
at the institution, and the size of and the highest degree offered
by the responding department. To save space, these additional
results are not reported here, but in no case did these controls
affect the results that are reported.16

THE RESULTS

Table 1 has the findings for institutional characteristics. As can be
seen, none of the variables in this cluster affects the dependent
variable, incompetence.17 This casts doubt on the claims some
make regarding the effects of unionization and privatization on
higher education.

The procedural results are in table 2. Two variables from this
group affect incompetence, for collegiality is positively related,
whereas reversal has a negative effect.18 Indeed, these findings
suggest that when collegiality is an important consideration in a
tenure case, the probability of incompetent faculty increases by
.12, and that when higher authorities have reversed a positive
department recommendation, the probability of incompetence
decreases by .30. Neither of the remaining variables in this cluster
affects incompetence, which is especially notable as far as outside

letters are concerned because many institutions emphasize this
evaluative device (see Schlozman 1998).

Table 3 has the research findings. Two variables stand out: the
number of expected articles or chapters display a positive relation-
ship, and the number of articles in prestigious journals reveal a
negative association. The remaining variables were not related to
incompetence.19 The positive relationship for the number of arti-
cles variable implies that a one-unit increase in the number of
articles demanded from tenure candidates (that is, from one to
two or more, or from two or more to one per year) increases the
probability of incompetence by about .08, and the negative effect
for the prestigious article variable suggests that a one-unit increase
in the value of this variable decreases the probability of incompe-
tence by .16. In other words, chairs from departments that focus
on the quantity of publications appear more likely to report that
tenure shields incompetence, whereas chairs of departments that
emphasize quality journal articles have a greater tendency to state
that tenure does not protect the incompetent.

Ta b l e 1
Institutional Characteristics and
Incompetence

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE B
STANDARD

ERROR WALD

CHANGE IN
PROB. OF

INCOMPETENCE

Public .45 .32 2.00 —

Union .05 .32 .02 —

Enrollment .02 .15 .03 —

Location .03 .26 .01 —

Constant .19 .26 .51 —

Cox and Snell R2 .01

Nagelkerke R2 .02

N 329

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .005

Ta b l e 2
Tenure Evaluation Procedures and
Incompetence

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE B
STANDARD

ERROR WALD

CHANGE IN
PROB. OF

INCOMPETENCE

Collegiality .51* .24 4.44 .12

Letters .37 .24 2.42 —

Standards −.30 .35 .72 —

Reversed −1.25* .52 5.79 −.30

Constant .30 .38 .62 —

Cox and Snell R2 .04

Nagelkerke R2 .05

N 324

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .005

Ta b l e 3
Research and Publishing and Incompetence

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES B
STANDARD

ERROR WALD

CHANGE IN
PROB. OF

INCOMPETENCE

# Articles .35*** .12 8.99 .08

# Books −.43 .30 2.10 —

# Prestigious Articles −.66*** .23 8.14 −.16

Single Author .39 .26 2.28 —

Publications Equal .25 .25 .94 —

Research Most
Important

.53 .33 2.67 —

Constant .00 .24 .00 —

Cox and Snell R2 .05

Nagelkerke R2 .07

N 325

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .005
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The results for teaching and service are shown in tables 4 and
5. As table 4 shows, neither the teaching quality nor the curricular
contribution variables are related to incompetence.20 Table 5
reveals that the service variables also have no apparent associa-
tion with incompetence.21

DISCUSSION

Before discussing conclusions, some caveats are in order. One is
that the results here reflect relationships, not causal direction. For
example, the absence of an association between outside letters
and incompetence may be because some institutions adopt let-
ters only after they recognize that they confront the problem of
incompetence, while others adopt letters earlier. Another caveat
pertains to the need for caution with the research results because
in-depth evaluations of their application in differing teaching and
research contexts are needed.22 One can, however, still glean use-
ful insights from the current findings.

One insight comes from the institutional results indicating
that the problem of tenure as a shield for the incompetent affects

colleges and universities of all types. Whether large, medium, or
small, unionized or nonunionized, rural or urban, or public or
private, department chairs report that their colleges and univer-
sities confront problems stemming from tenure as a protector of
the incompetent. These findings also show that much of the dis-
cussion in the media about the effects of unionization and pri-
vatization is misplaced, at least as far as higher education is
concerned.23

A second insight is that some procedures do weed out the
incompetent, whereas others do not. Reducing the role of collegi-
ality in tenure decisions and demanding that higher level admin-
istrators carefully monitor tenure recommendations may help limit
incompetence. Requiring evaluation letters from external review-
ers and setting standards to guide tenure votes, however, appear
less useful. Indeed, when one considers the many logistical and
other problems Schlozman (1998) states accompany letters and
the absence of an association between letters and the denial of
tenure that Marshall and Rothgeb (2011, 574) report, one won-
ders whether this form of evaluation is worth the effort.

A third insight comes from the research results: quality mat-
ters. The findings herein suggest that colleges or universities that
require candidates to publish in the top journals in their research
field to receive tenure are less likely to regret tenure decisions
over time. When the focus is on quantity, however, the chances
seem to grow that future faculty performance may not match
expectations. Juxtaposing this with Marshall and Rothgeb’s (2011,
574) finding that the number of articles, not their location in pres-
tigious journals, is a key variable in tenure decisions implies that
departments and institutions that emphasize research and pub-
lishing when granting tenure may need to reconsider the way
they evaluate applicants’ records.

To close, this research is an initial exploration of a complex
and controversial subject. To better understand the possible con-
nection between tenure and incompetence, further inquiry is
required. For instance, case studies and/or in-depth comparative
analysis should seek the data needed to develop measures of the
magnitude of the problem from campus to campus and to study
the effects of such variables as personality, age, and institutional
leadership. In addition, future analysis should examine the role of
collegiality, how and why deans, provosts, and other officials and
committees reverse positive departmental recommendations, how
the quality and quantity of publications interact during tenure
decisions, and how teaching and service expectations relate to the
evaluation of faculty competence at differing institutions. �

N O T E S

1. In Beitzell v. Jeffrey (1981) the First Circuit Court of Appeals defined tenure as
“a long-term academic and financial commitment by a university to an indi-
vidual, providing faculty with unusually secure positions tantamount to life
contracts” (see Mawdsley 1999, 167). In his widely quoted essay, Van Alstyne
(1971, 329) observes that this security is because tenure establishes “a pre-
sumption of the individual’s professional excellence . . . [that] shifts to the
individual the benefit of the doubt.”

2. In its 1915 Declaration of Principles on Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure
(AAUP 1915), the AAUP states that faculty duties include teaching, research,
and governance (now labeled service). More recently, the AAUP’s (2009) Rec-
ommended Institutional Regulations on Academic Freedom and Tenure (first is-
sued in 1957) states that faculty fitness should be determined by their
teaching, research, and service. These documents also recognize that the rela-
tive weight placed on teaching, research, and service may vary from campus to
campus, depending upon the institution’s mission. Beyond this, AAUP gen-
eral counsel Donna Euben (2004) notes that in Browzin v. Catholic University of
America (1975) the federal circuit court for the District of Columbia asserted
that AAUP statements about academic practices “represent shared norms

Ta b l e 4
Teaching and Incompetence

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE B
STANDARD

ERROR WALD

CHANGE IN
PROB. OF

INCOMPETENCE

Student Evaluations .34 .51 .45 —

Portfolios .30 .31 .92 —

Peer Reviews .04 .30 .02 —

Required Courses .27 .25 1.15 —

New Courses −.22 .26 .73 —

Teaching Most
Important

−.30 .24 1.55 —

Constant −.04 .61 .01 —

Cox and Snell R2 .01

Nagelkerke R2 .02

N 328

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .005

Ta b l e 5
Service and Incompetence

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE B
STANDARD

ERROR WALD

CHANGE IN
PROB. OF

INCOMPETENCE

Committee Service .17 .26 .40 —

Clubs .51 .45 1.32 —

Advising −.17 .29 .34 —

Community Service −.27 .25 1.18 —

Constant .52 .32 2.68 —

Cox and Snell R2 .01

Nagelkerke R2 .01

N 323

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .005
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within the academic community” and “may be relied upon to interpret aca-
demic contracts.” Additionally, Euben points out that in Korf v. Ball State
University (1984) the Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals relied on AAUP regu-
lations when reaching its decision and stated that the University’s adherence
to AAUP guidelines was legally sufficient. Finally, in King v. University of Min-
nesota (1985) the Eighth Circuit Court of Appeals upheld a tenured faculty
member’s dismissal for incompetence for failing to meet institutional teach-
ing, research, and service expectations. Hence, one may conclude that defining
incompetence as the failure to meet institutional teaching, research, and ser-
vice obligations is the standard meaning used throughout the profession and
that chairs and administrators would use this definition.

3. Incompetence is one reason for reform. Others include financial costs and
programmatic inflexibility (see Dresch 1988; Kelley 2000; Whicker 1997).
Euben (2005) and Wood and Des Jarlais (2006, 561) note that 37 states re-
quired post-tenure reviews at public institutions by 2000.

4. Institutional type and tenure review procedures and standards were explored
because a survey approach is better suited to obtaining data for these vari-
ables than for personalities, age, and institutional leadership. These latter
variables are better addressed by campus case studies and individual level
analysis.

5. The Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at Miami
University (Ohio) approved this research.

6. The APSA list may not include some departments, thus introducing bias.
Many previous professional surveys have used the APSA list (see Dolan et al.
1997; Euchner and Jewell 1989, Fuerstman and Lavertu 2005, and Rothgeb
and Burger 2009). Department chairs were surveyed because a pilot survey of
the chief administrative officers (usually presidents or provosts) of the
colleges/universities in the author’s home state yielded a response rate of less
than 5%.

7. Due to anonymity, respondents and nonrespondents could not be compared.

8. Surveying chairs raises two issues: (1) are chairs aware of AAUP regulations
regarding the use of teaching, research, and service to evaluate faculty perfor-
mance and (2) can chairs provide an accurate picture of whether tenure
shields the incompetent at their institution. Regarding the first issue, as
noted above (see note #2), AAUP guidelines treat teaching, research, and
service as appropriate for evaluating faculty and federal courts have accepted
those standards. In addition, the AAUP (1989; 2009) states that chairs must
ensure that faculty understand how they will be judged, and Hubbell and
Homer (1997, 210), Knight and Holen (1985, 686), and Leslie (1973, 424) re-
port that evaluating faculty is one of a chair’s basic jobs and that teaching,
research, and service are the standards employed. Therefore, one can assume
that chairs use teaching, research, and service to define incompetence.

Regarding the second issue, Hubbell and Homer (1997, 209) report that
chairs are part of an institution’s “management team,” Leslie (1973, 423) and
Wildavsky (1992, 87) note that chairs must understand all parts of their
college/university, and Knight and Holen (1985, 677) assert that chairs do up
to 80% of the administrative work in academia. Additionally, when higher
administrators detect faculty incompetence they typically discuss the problem
with chairs and expect chairs to handle the issue. Beyond this, the joint
AAUP, American Council on Education, and Association of Governing
Boards of Universities and Colleges Statement on Government of Colleges and
Universities labels chairs “the chief representative of the department within an
institution” (AAUP, 1990, 7). Hence, by virtue of their position chairs must
understand other departments and administrative offices and their personnel.
Moreover, when completing the current survey the responding chairs were
instructed to “skip any items you cannot answer” and omit “any part of [the]
survey [that] makes you uncomfortable or [that] you find inappropriate.”
Thus one may presume that chairs can report accurately on institutional
incompetence and that those who felt unable to do so did not respond.

9. Although many discuss the subject, few have attempted to measure how often
tenure protects incompetent faculty. As Brown and Kurland (1990, 332) have
stated, “all the handwringing over deadwood [faculty] is remarkably devoid
of anything resembling data.” Wood and DesJarlais (2006, 562) note that little
has changed, and Euben and Lee (2005) illustrate the dearth of data even on
campuses with post-tenure review policies. Hence, while the current research
employs a basic nominal measure, it constitutes a step forward. Additionally,
as Kay (1991, 9) and Pampel (2000, 1) note, analyzing nominal data is useful
for examining the relationships among variables.

10. Boyd (2007), Friedman (1962, 1995), Friedman and Friedman (1980), and
Rhim (2007) discuss privatization in education. For-profit institutions were
not analyzed. The AAUP (2010, 10) states that 17% of income at public
colleges/universities and 29% at private institutions comes from tuition.

11. Friedman (1995) characterizes unions as shielding incompetence, however,
there is little research on the subject. Research indicates that unions have a
limited impact on salaries, but enhance job security (see Barbezat 1989; Bene-
dict 1999; Benedict and Wilder 1999; Hedrick et al. 2011; Wickens 2008).

12. The survey obtained data regarding institutional budget cuts, the elimination
or suspension of departments and programs, and faculty pay cuts and lay-offs.
Additional analysis revealed no relationship between these variables and the
reversal variable, indicating that they do not offer competing explanations for
what is discussed herein.

13. Following the procedure employed by Rothgeb and Burger (2009, 519), chairs
provided their own definitions for “teaching publications” and “substantive
publications.” Chairs also were told that a journal’s prestige could be “deter-
mined by the evaluators at your institution.” As endnote #2 indicates, it is
common throughout the profession for institutions to determine how much
they will stress quantity and quality when evaluating someone’s publications.
Boyer (1990, 39), Facione (2006), and Fisher et al. (1998) discuss teaching and
substantive publications and collaborative scholarship.

14. The survey offered as examples school board service and government, busi-
ness, or media consulting.

15. For discussions of logit, see Jaccard (2001), Menard (2002), and Pampel
(2000).

16. The measures of additional control variables are available from the author.

17. These results were unaffected by controls for institutional attempts to limit
tenure, institutional budget cuts, and the institution’s emphasis on teaching
and research.

18. These results were unaffected by controls for department size, whether the
department had a tenure application, whether the department had denied
someone tenure, departmental voting procedures, and whether probationary
faculty received reduced teaching loads or paid leaves.

19. These results were unaffected by controls for department size, the highest
degree offered by the department, and the institution’s emphasis on teaching.

20. These findings were unaffected by controls for department size and the
institution’s emphasis on research.

21. These findings were unaffected by controls for department size and the
institution’s emphasis on teaching and research.

22. Among respondents, 42% said their institution treated teaching as most im-
portant in tenure cases, while 23% said it was research. The rest ranked teach-
ing and research as equal.

23. Additionally, Marshall and Rothgeb (2011, 574) found that unionized facilities
were more likely to deny tenure than non-unionized and that privatization
was unrelated to denials of tenure.
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