Colleges Focused on Teaching Too Often Neglect Research

By PAULA M. KREBS
Research and teaching are complementary in higher education, especially at colleges. We value both aspects of the job in our criteria for tenure and promotion, and we stress the importance of both when we recruit new faculty members and apply for grants.

But many colleges could benefit from emphasizing research more. Undergraduate, student-centered colleges and universities work best when they have a solid research culture that puts faculty publishing on the front burner. Research and publishing should be promoted unapologetically at small colleges as part of the institution's mission statement, formal departmental goals, and annual faculty-evaluation forms.

Balance between research and teaching is never easily achieved. In any institution below the top of the Carnegie pecking order, teaching invariably wins out over research in the day-to-day battle for faculty time and energy. Service can often come in a close second to teaching and is intimately related to it, for service, too, works in the interests of the college rather than the interests of the individual faculty member. Research becomes what you do in your spare time, then -- a distraction from the real work of being a faculty member.

Research, however, should not be considered an individual indulgence. Everybody benefits when an undergraduate institution sees a vibrant faculty research culture as an important part of its identity instead of as a threat to its teaching. But that research culture has to be consciously shaped at every level, with, for example, explicit guidelines and moral support for new faculty members and financial support from the president's office for research-related travel, and advising.

In my experience at liberal-arts institutions as well as at state colleges and universities that are focused on undergraduates, those of us who work at such places are glad we do. We believe in their mission and we enjoy teaching. We want each class to go well, and we want our students to leave with more than they came in with, whether in terms of content, method, or critical-thinking abilities. We assign a lot of work, and we do a lot of work. We will not let our teaching slip no matter how busy we get. We put a huge amount of time into designing syllabi and technological support, creating assignments, grading, and meeting with our students. Of course, so do many of our colleagues at research-oriented institutions.

Where we start to part ways with our research-university compatriots, however, is in identification with our institutions. In seminar after colloquium after workshop all over the country, I have met faculty members from undergraduate institutions who demonstrate a loyalty to their colleges and a focus on mission that rarely exists among faculty members from larger institutions. That identification is an excellent thing as we press our institutions to live up to their mission statements, revise our curricula to serve our students better, and bring back to our campuses the best administrative and teaching ideas from the meetings that we attend.

The problem is that the identification with our institutions seems to preclude an identification with our disciplines.

Faculty members at teaching-centered colleges, especially those with a lot of energy and commitment, learn that the rewards there come from putting the student first, that is, putting teaching, grading, and campus serviceall of which have immediate deadlines and consequencesover research, which is a more long-term proposition.

If the reward structure pushes us to direct our energies into teaching, curriculum design, and representing our institutions at conferences about teaching and curriculum design, that's what we will do. Student evaluations and good student performance provide immediate gratification -- we see the results of our efforts right in front of us, in honors theses, our students' graduate-school admissions, and their national fellowships. Unfortunately, in setting our sights on those rewards, we all too often lose sight of the national fellowships, travel grants, and publications we could be pursuing for ourselves.

Teaching colleges and universities need to acknowledge that they exist as part of a system of higher education, not simply as individual institutions devoted to their students and alumni. Graduate students produce dissertations that place them in a community of scholars or artists in their disciplines. All too often, however, colleges that stress their teaching mission neglect to nurture the disciplinary part of a faculty member's identity, preferring to cultivate identification with the institution over identification with the field. In many cases, such colleges are small, and each faculty member is the lone specialist in a field. One can't have lunchtime discussions with other Romanticists or chemical engineers. What we have in common with the others in the lunchroom is the college itself and the students. So that's what we end up talking and thinking about.

I have seen generational divides at many institutions, where the senior faculty members complain that the junior faculty members care only about research and not about the institution. Junior faculty members, on the other hand, see the senior faculty members taking on extra courses over winter and summer breaks, devoting countless hours to committee work, taking on administrative roles. The assistant professors wonder whether after tenure they might become Stepford Professors, no longer publishing or attending disciplinary conferences but instead content to stay within the walls of their own campus, trying out new courses, advising student organizations, maybe eventually becoming associate deans.

A college that saw research as part of its mission would give it the same weight as teaching and curricular pursuits. Instead of making research a private matter and teaching a public one, a balanced teaching institution would make both aspects of the job part of the public persona of the place and the professor. It would fully pay for conference and research travel if it did so for other work-related trips. While raising money for new residence halls, it would do so also to fully support sabbaticals -- and at the end of them, it would expect tangible results.

Instead of thinking of research as what we do when we're not on contract in the summer -- something we pack up in August until next June -- a college in proper balance would highlight faculty research all year round, encouraging and paying for faculty attendance at a yearly disciplinary conference, scheduling faculty lectures about work in professors' fields, and organizing brown-bag lunches to discuss research and publishing. The lunches would include nuts-and-bolts advice on how to handle the "revise and resubmit," whether to present your research at the smaller, subfield conferences or the larger disciplinary ones, and whether to publish chapters before a book is accepted. Those are low-cost ways for an institution to make clear its expectations, as well as support, of faculty research.

Devoting all of a college's energies to nurturing students is unhealthy. It means the faculty members do not see themselves as members of a larger intellectual and scholarly community. We are not simply teachers; we are critics and chemists and philosophers who teach. We cannot serve our students well if we serve only them, just as parents who live only for their children ultimately do them a disservice.

Of course there's a trickle-down effect when faculty members attend conferences in their field and pursue research. We teach better when we are up to date in our disciplines, introducing the latest ideas and readings into our courses and helping our students to understand themselves and their teachers as members of a disciplinary community beyond the campus, one with its own standards and expectations.

But I do not argue that we should give research higher priority to be better teachers. Being better in the classroom is a welcome byproduct of doing good research, to be sure, but research is important in itself. We trained for it in graduate school, and we have obligations not only to our students but also to the academic community and the culture at large.

Any institution of higher education, no matter how student focused, should recognize those obligations and commit itself to faculty members as scholars as well as teachers. Most of us at undergraduate institutions don't need to be told to take our teaching seriously. Good teaching is the given. What we need is an institutional imprimatur to emphasize our research.
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