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Introduction

As PER grows, and as more PER practitioners are taking jobs in physics departments, we need to be sure that physics departments understand the specific needs, concerns, and quirks of PER faculty. 

One of the best ways to do this is to have the department chair be a supporter and advocate for PER faculty and for PER. So what can department chairs do to support PER faculty?

A Short Survey

A short survey (6 questions plus demographics) was created to elicit some of the concerns of PER faculty. A description of the research and a link to the survey was sent to two PER listservs in November 2012. 29 people responded to the survey. 

Survey questions:

1. What do you think are the top concerns for PER faculty that a department chair can address?

2. What do you think are the best ways that a chair can show support for PER faculty?

3. What problems have you had in your own department (relating to PER) that could be addressed by the department chair?

4. What problems have you heard of in other departments (relating to PER) that could be addressed by the department chair?

5. Do you think that PER faculty have different concerns in a traditional physics department versus in an education department? What differences do you see?

6. Other comments

Demographics:

1.
Status: faculty/department chair/support staff/grad student/other

2.
Size of department: 1-5/6-10/11-15/16-20/20+

3.
Type of department: Physics/Education/Other

4.
Department chair: in PER/traditional physics/both/other

5.
# of PER in department: 0/1/2/3/4/5+

Who took the survey?

Of 29 respondents, 26 were PER faculty. Three were department chairs, one was a non-PER physics faculty, one was multi-discipline. 

Department size:

14% from departments of 1-5 faculty

31% from departments of 6-10 faculty

21% from departments of 11-15 faculty

14% from departments of 16-20 faculty

21% from departments of >20 faculty

25 of 29 were from physics departments; others included Natural Science, Education & Science, and Physical Science

22 of 29 had a department chair who had a background in traditional physics research; 2 had a chair in PER

15 of 29 were the only PER faculty in their department; 6 people were one of two PER faculty; 5 were one of three; 1 was one of five; and 2 had more than 5 PER colleagues in their department

What were the concerns of PER faculty? 
How can department chairs address them?
The most common concern was the issue of the perceived legitimacy or validity of PER research and how traditional physics departments and colleagues view PER. Many wrote of their research being viewed as less rigorous or less significant. Words and phrases like “valid,” “appropriate,” “rigorous,” and “not real research” were used frequently. 

A similar concern was that of being compartmentalized into undergraduate-only, teaching-only type positions. Being viewed as primarily a teaching resources person instead of a full faculty member, or only being offered introductory classes to teach were some of the ways that PER faculty were treated differently from their physics colleagues.

Advocacy and support were another pair of words that came up frequently from different people. The survey was asking explicitly about what chairs can do to help: being an advocate for PER faculty was very common in responses. Promoting the type of research we do, promoting access to classes for research, promoting good teaching practices, and promoting equitable treatment is important in supporting PER faculty.

Equity/equality in resources, teaching assignments, start-up funds, research space, conference support was also an issue. I prefer the term equity to equality because equality suggests an identical amount of support or space, which isn’t appropriate for everyone. Equity suggests that everyone gets the appropriate support they need.

Promotion and tenure expectations were mentioned by multiple people. There were two issues highlighted by this topic: expectations of faculty and expectations of the committee. Faculty need to be told explicitly what the requirements are for tenure for PER faculty: what type of publications count? What type of service is acceptable?  The other issue is that of the committee: members of P&T committees need to understand that PER is real research, and they need to value it equitably with traditional physics research. Education of committee members is going to be important  for success of PER faculty.

Various hiring concerns were listed: advertising for a PER position when what is needed is a lab manager or a teaching resource person, not including PER when discussing what discipline to hire for, hiring PER as staff, not faculty positions, lesser or no start-up funds on hire.

Other concerns typically fell into the general support/promote category. Making sure that changes to curriculum or instruction are supported and maintained across various instructors was mentioned by several people. Peer teaching is a good way to spread effective teaching strategies. PER equipment looks different from traditional equipment, so there needs to be chair support for buying these unusual items. 

Conclusions

PER faculty definitely have different needs than traditional physics faculty. There are numerous ways that department chairs can support PER faculty in physics departments. The biggest concern was that about the need for PER to be viewed as legitimate and rigorous research, and just as legitimate as traditional physics research. The next biggest issue was the need for general support and advocacy and making sure that PER faculty are treated in the same way that regular physics faculty are; not as lesser members of their departments because of their field. Department chairs with PER faculty would be well served by talking with both PER faculty and other faculty about the expectations of the position. (A good plan for any new faculty, whatever their discipline!)

Comments/questions on this are welcomed: 
email Laura at McCulloughL@uwstout.edu

