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So You Want To Get a Tenure-Track Job .. ..

Daniel W. Drezner, University of Colorado, Boulder

elative to other kinds of employ-

ment, the process of getting a
tenure-track job in political science
is remarkably institutionalized.
There is a specific timeline from Au-
gust to March; APSA’s Personnel
Service Newsletter greatly reduces
search costs; and the rules of con-
duct are well specified. The overall
placement record of job applicants
has remained between 69% and 74%
over the past fifteen years (Rowdy-
bush 1988; Brintall 1995), a figure
higher than most of the humanities
disciplines and comparable to the
rest of the social sciences. Yet this is
of little comfort to those who are
actually entering the market. Despite
the clear rules of the game, most
graduate students enter the process
with an utter lack of information
concerning those rules and customs.
Two years later, I recall the process
as entering some giant void where
there were no rules or guideposts.
Little wonder that one scholar com-
pared it to the garbage-can model of
organizational behavior (Zahariadis
1994). Recent articles in PS have
provided some information about
the formalities of the job market
(Furlong and Furlong 1994; Anagno-
son 1994), but were chary on practi-
cal advice. Better-informed job ap-
plicants will not be able to eliminate
the uncertainty of the process, but
they can convert it into risk, a more
manageable commodity (Knight
1921).

There are three problems, how-
ever, that hinder the transmission of
this information to graduate stu-
dents. First, there is very little insti-
tutional memory within graduate
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student associations. Those that get
jobs leave soon afterward, before the
next wave of candidates seriously
thinks about the market. Advisors
are supposed to provide this advice,
but since their own experiences on
the market are often decades old,
they may not be of much use. Sec-
ond, one could argue that the expe-
riences accumulated on the market
create what Michael Polanyi (1967)
describes as “tacit knowledge.” In
other words, the knowledge culled
from the experience cannot be trans-
formed into accessible information.
Third, since this sort of information
has public-good qualities, rational
choice scholars would predict the
underprovision of advice (Olson
1965).

The following is offered as a guide
for those first-time entrants into the
political science job market. It pro-
vides some strategies for maximizing
the chances of securing a tenure-
track position. It also offers advice
on how to navigate through the deci-
sions and, yes, the emotions gener-
ated in the process. It is based on
my personal experiences as one who
successfully navigated these waters
two years ago and who has served
on several hiring committees as a
graduate student and as a professor.
It also benefits from the recollec-
tions and experiences of several
friends and colleagues.’

The Six Commandments of
the Academic Job Market

1) This is a Capricious Process.
The job market as a whole is institu-
tionalized; the decision-making pro-
cess within each hiring institution is
somewhat more random. You might
not get an interview just because
your research does not fit the needs
of any university. No one may be
hiring in your field. The internal pol-
itics of other departments are as
byzantine as those of your home in-
stitution, and you have no control

PSOnline www.apsanet.org

over that (Zahariadis 1994; Anagno-
son 1994). Expect randomness.

2) Do Not Expect to Get Much Re-
search Done Between September and
March. Whether or not you get in-
terviews, it does not matter; the ini-
tial job search is an emotionally
draining process. It will be difficult
to focus on work. In planning out
the rest of your dissertation, or other
research projects, do not expect to
get much accomplished during this
period. On the other hand, once you
do get a job from a department that
expects you to have completed your
dissertation, you will experience an
impressive burst of productivity.

3) This is a Capricious Process. 1
am not kidding about this.

4) Publications Are Not Always a
Prerequisite. Furlong and Furlong
(1994) suspect that publications are
more important than teaching cre-
dentials. That is true but incomplete.
The important question is whether
your dissertation committee believes
you are doing interesting and sophis-
ticated work. For graduate student
applicants, hiring committees look at
potential first and foremost. If your
letters of recommendation show you
have potential, attention will be paid
to your application. Published papers
and conference presentations matter,
but they are not a necessary condi-
tion for employment. Candidates
coming from a Top 20 institution
will find this especially true. Appli-
cants from lower-tier institutions are
likely to find that publications be-
come a more important factor.

Publications are also less relevant
when applying to junior colleges,
community colleges, and some lib-
eral arts colleges. These institutions
will be much more concerned with
your ability as a teacher than as a
researcher. Ironically, the bias at
these places will be against a candi-
date with refereed publications com-
ing from a Top 20 institution, be-
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cause there will be genuine
skepticism that such a candidate
would actually take the job if offered
it.

5) Connections Will Not Get You a
Job. This process has two parts; get-
ting an interview, and then getting
an offer. No doubt, letters of recom-
mendation and phone lobbying can
help to get you an interview; that,
however, is as far as this kind of in-
fluence can carry someone. At the
interview stage, the quality of your
work and your presentation deter-
mines whether you get the job.

6) This is a Capricious Process. In
case you forgot.

The Optimal Strategy for
Graduate Students

Furlong and Furlong (1994) pro-
vide a detailed description of the
steps to follow while on the political
science job market. This section de-
scribes the optimal strategy to adopt
during this process. It is divided into
the relevant time periods.

Spring/Summer

Select at Least Three Professors
to Write You Letters of
Recommendation

Choose your letter writers with
care, and make sure they know you
and your work. The key people on
your dissertation committee must
write letters because otherwise,
frankly, it looks odd. A hiring com-
mittee will wonder, “Why has that
person’s committee member failed
to write a letter? Could it be be-
cause that advisor has qualms about
this candidate?” Most places require
only three letters, but you can and
should send up to six, if possible. Be
very careful here. Six strong letters
are better than three strong letters.
However, three strong letters are
considerably better than three strong
letters plus three letters that are ei-
ther tepid or reflect a lack of knowl-
edge about the candidate. Search
committees will pounce on a luke-
warm letter as an excuse to reject a
candidate. Therefore, do not chase
down big names just to get a letter
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of recommendation from them; only
ask people that you feel know you
well. Remember, it does not matter
how much your advisor likes you; if
the other letters are tepid, it deval-
ues your entire application. Use the
spring and summer to touch base
with these people so that you feel
comfortable enough to ask them
about a letter of recommendation.

If possible, try to make sure that
your dissertation committee, and by
extension your group of letter writ-
ers, is not exactly the same as some-
one else who is going on the market.
That invites a direct comparison be-
tween the two candidates, and inevi-
tably one of the two candidates will
suffer from the comparison. Hiring
committees almost never interview
two candidates from the same
school. This does not mean that you
are directly competing against all the
other candidates, because research
interests vary. Nevertheless, hiring
committees will often compare let-
ters about different candidates if
they are written by the same person,
because it is the one time a valid
comparison is possible. Take the
necessary steps to avoid this.

Liberal arts and community col-
leges have different hiring criteria
than research universities. As noted
previously, they will care more about
teaching credentials. If you apply to
these jobs, tell your recommenders
this and get a different letter from
them for these places, one that em-
phasizes your teaching. Otherwise,
your letter writers will assume you
want a research post and write an
inappropriate letter.

Make Sure You Have Enough Chap-
ters/Articles to Send Out

As a rule of thumb, you need to
include at least one theoretical chap-
ter and one empirical chapter from
the dissertation with each applica-
tion. For three-article dissertations,
two of them must be in presentable
shape. If you fail to meet that stan-
dard, no one will believe that you
can finish your dissertation before
the following summer. Departments
will want to be assured and reas-
sured that you will finish. Further-
more, without enough chapters, rec-

ommenders cannot adequately
comment on your work.

Write Your Curriculum Vita (c.v.)

Your c.v. contains all your educa-
tional information, papers and pre-
sentations, research experience,
teaching experience, and relevant
work history. You must also state
your birthday and country of citizen-
ship. Be complete, although men-
tioning that you were captain of your
high school debate team would most
definitely be overkill.

Do not fall into the trap of obsess-
ing about the c.v. So long as it has
the vital information, it will be fine.
Hiring committees do not care about
the font. Have a professor look over
it to make sure that the presentation
is optimal, and have a friend look
over it for typos; doing more is ob-
sessive.

Send Out a Chapter/Article to a Jour-
nal for Review

Given the vagaries of the publish-
ing process, a submission in the
spring will probably not mean a pub-
lication by the fall. However, it does
signal to hiring institutions that you
are serious about your research pro-
gram, and that you are determined
to get your results into the public
domain.

August

Ask Professors to Write Their Letters

Politely harass your recommenders
at two-week intervals about their
letters. Graduate students are under-
standably wary of being forceful with
their advisors, but you need not feel
guilty about this. Remember, your
future is at stake. Everyone, includ-
ing your advisors, understands this
fact. You have every right to bug
them.

Start Looking through the APSA
Personnel Service Newsletter

The Newsletter is a monthly publi-
cation that lists job openings. Each
ad contains the job description, the
materials you need to send, and the
deadline. Most departments receive
a copy for graduate students to pe-
ruse. You can get your own sub-
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