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eProfession

Netting the Big One: Some Things Candidates (and Departments)
Ought to Know . .. From the Hiring Department’s Perspective

J. Theodore Anagnoson, California State University, Los Angeles

Iread the articles on hiring in the
March 1994 PS with great interest
(Furlong and Furlong 1994; Zahari-
adis 1994). Having recently served
seven years as a department chair
during which I hired seven tenure-
track faculty, I would like to re-
view the hiring process from the
perspective of the department
rather than the candidate. Over
those seven years, my department
made 10 offers and had seven of
those offers accepted. My goal is to
clarify a number of points in these
articles and at the same time share
some of the things I learned about
hiring that period.

The hiring process generally has
eight stages, most of which the
candidates do not see, but in all of
these decisions are made that have
an influence on the hiring process
and on who ultimately gets an offer.

1. The Department
Request to Hire

First, departments must request
to hire, usually in the spring of the
year before that during which the
search is to be made. A department
committee may make a recommen-
dation to the department, the chair
may make a recommendation based
on a faculty consensus, or the pro-
cess may be more formal. Our pro-
cess was always a difficult one at
this stage, because the California
State University operates with a
large part-time pool of faculty, and
it is not unusual for almost 50% of
the courses we offer in any one
quarter to be offered by part-time
faculty, persons with Ph.D.s who
in some cases have taught these
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courses on a part-time basis for a
decade or more.

Job descriptions and hiring re-
quests written by the full depart-
ment at a department meeting can
lead to detailed job descriptions full
of requirements that no candidate
can possibly meet and give the im-
pression that the requirements have
been written for one particular can-
didate. It is probably far better to
have a small committee or the chair
make up the hiring request so that
the department can make the stron-
gest possible case to the adminis-
tration. The request can be com-
mented upon by all the faculty, and
the department can meet to discuss
it, but one person should be in
charge of making it as coherent as
possible.

The strongest cases for hiring are
ones accompanied by the elements
of a strategic plan or at least a
long-term case for where the de-
partment has been and where it is
going. When I had my own strate-
gic plan, I always felt I had a better
case for hiring. On the other hand,
making up a strategic plan and get-
ting the department at least to ac-
quiesce in it is a difficult process.

Normally the dean or vice presi-
dent for academic affairs will give
permission to hire. Once permis-
sion is obtained, preferably before
the APSA meetings in September,
the process can begin.

2. The APSA Meetings

The ‘““meat market’” referred to
by the Furlongs does indeed exist,
but I have a quite different perspec-
tive on it from theirs. I interviewed
job candidates several times at the

APSA meetings and went through
the process twice myself looking
for jobs. Of all those times, only 1
of probably 100 interactions I had
with candidates or with depart-
ments resulted in an interview.
When I was chair and interviewing
candidates, I met a lot of nice peo-
ple, and I generally urged anyone
who looked reasonably qualified for
the position to apply. I left copies
of the position description at the
placement service and out on the
counters at the APSA meetings. I
also told many candidates who
didn’t seem to know much about
the marketplace what the process
was like and what they should ex-
pect. I critiqued a lot of vitas that
left out important information. But
I did no serious hiring or interview-
ing, and we never brought anyone I
interviewed at the APSA meetings
to campus for interviews. Why?
Candidates should remember that
only a small portion of the candi-
dates that a department will ap-
praise during the search process
will be at the APSA meetings
(some good quality candidates do
not decide to apply for jobs until
after the APSA meetings), and the
APSA meetings take place at a very
early stage in the process. Depart-
ments change their views of the
position as faculty get serious
about the process during the fall,
and most departments wouldn’t
make a serious hiring decision on
the basis of 15 minutes or a half
hour at the APSA meetings any-
way. Even if you go out to dinner
with a portion of the department’s
hiring committee, the likelihood
that you have met a majority of the
people who will be involved in the
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process back at the department is
small.

Also, some universities do not
give departments permission to hire
until well into the fall, meaning that
the department representatives may
be interviewing at the APSA meet-
ings without an actual position in
hand.

The bottom line is that the APSA
meetings were a place where I
spent a few hours meeting with
candidates urging them to apply for
the position if they looked interest-
ing. My goal at that point was to
get a decent-sized pool of candi-
dates who will be seriously inter-
ested in the institution given our
location (just east of downtown
Los Angeles, not a place where
everyone wants to live and work)
and our teaching load (three
courses per quarter).

3. The Job Advertisement

Almost every department adver-
tises its job in the APSA Personnel
Service Newsletter, and political
science is fortunate in having such
a well-established form of commu-
nication (some disciplines do not
and still operate on the ‘“‘network”’
principle). But the length of a
Newsletter notice is limited, and
some departments omit such impor-
tant items as teaching loads. If the
department offers to send a full de-
scription of the position, call and
ask for it. If you have a question
about the position, call the chair
and ask, indicating your interest in
the position. I always offered to
send a full description of the posi-
tion to prospective candidates;
rarely did anyone ask for it. Sel-
dom did candidates call with a
question. But when they did, I re-
membered that and remembered
that they were interested enough to
call. It’s a small plus. (On the other
hand, if you have nothing specific
you want to know, don’t call. The
chair will indeed remember you,
but not favorably.)

The other thing that should be
noted about advertising the job is
that the Chronicle of Higher Edu-
cation seems to pick up a different
pool of candidates from the APSA
Personnel Service Newsletter. It
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was not until the last two or three
searches that I advertised in the
Chronicle, and then only because
our Affirmative Action officer of-
fered to pay half the cost. But the
pool was quite different and in-
cluded a number of assistant pro-
fessors who were out there teach-
ing and who were clearly interested
but who obviously didn’t get the
APSA Newsletter. The Chronicle is
expensive but worth trying in some
circumstances. And there are other
places for specific subfields (the P4
Times for public administration,
and the area studies newsletters for
comparative politics positions, for
example).

My goal at this period was again
to get a reasonable-sized pool of
good-quality candidates, neither too
large (for our committees, any
number over 75 or 80 would be too
difficult to process) nor too small
(my experience is that it is difficult
to hire from pools of less than 40
or so candidates). That means that
I always included our teaching load
to weed out those who wanted
purely Ph.D.-level institutions and
light teaching loads, and I always
indicated that we were an urban,
comprehensive university located
in Los Angeles, and so forth. It’s
easy to get huge pools of candi-
dates—my colleagues in the Eng-
lish Department tell me that they
have a thousand or more for every
search they make. But a huge pool
makes more work for the depart-
ment chair or committee and indi-
cates that you probably have a lot
of candidates who aren’t interested
in the position or in whom you are
probably not going to be interested.
I always felt that the more specific
the job ad could be, the more likely
it was that we would get candidates
who were seriously interested in
Cal State Los Angeles and its stu-
dent body and in working in Los
Angeles.

4. The Job Applications

When I look through a candi-
date’s file, there are specific things
that I look for. I look, for example,
for a letter that attempts to sell me
on the candidate, summarizing the
things the candidate has done that
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are relevant to us and making the
best case for the candidate. I al-
ways felt that the candidates whose
departments send out their creden-
tials, usually with a one-line or
one-paragraph cover letter from an
overburdened placement officer,
were at a disadvantage. Candidates
might consider writing separate
cover letters if their departments
nominate them, at least to the non-
Ph.D. institutions to which they

apply.

Vitas. It is interesting to me that
even after years of advice on how
to do a good resume, books on
how to find a job, and so forth, a
significant number of candidate
vitas leave out important informa-
tion. When I look at a vita, I want
to know where you got your de-
grees, what years you got them in,
what your fields were, what the title
of your dissertation is and who your
advisor and committee members are
(for ABDs or recent Ph.D.s), and if
your dissertation is not done, some-
where in the cover letter or some-
where else I want to know how
much of it is written. If you did not
go straight through school, I want
to know where you worked, includ-
ing job titles and dates, if it has any
relevance at all to political science
and perhaps even if it hasn’t.

I want to know your fields of
specialization. Some candidates
have teaching and research fields of
interest, and that is fine if that is
how you define yourself. But some-
where you should indicate what
specific fields or subfields you are
interested in. You should indicate,
again as specifically as possible,
any publications or papers pre-
sented, dates, pages, length of the
manuscript and coauthor if there is
one. If you are applying to research-
oriented Ph.D. institutions, you will
want to have a vita that emphasizes
your research skills and accom-
plishments, but that will be a differ-
ent vita from what you would send
me or a small liberal arts college. If
you have taught, I want to know
the name of the course and the
dates and whether you were a TA
or taught on your own.

It is appalling to me after all
these years to see how many vitas
leave out important things or mix
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up the papers presented at confer-
ences with book chapters pub-
lished, etc., in an effort to make a
meager publication list look longer.
If you are just starting out, you are
not supposed to have a long publi-
cation list. What would be most
attractive to me as a chair would
be a graduate student who has just
finished or is about to finish his or
her dissertation, has given two or
three papers at professional meet-
ings and has one or two articles or
book chapters in press. That is the
kind of person who looks as though
he or she will sustain that kind of
progress over the difficult six to
eight years to tenure and then after
to make full professor.

Student Opinion Surveys. If you
send out student opinion surveys of
your teaching, consider not sending
out the actual surveys with written
student opinions on the back unless
you are willing to make a written
certification that these are the total-
ity of the opinion surveys in the
course. I assume that you know
enough not to send me the bad
ones and that you have simply re-
moved the negative statements. I
will read (and study) a statistical
summary, but I don’t even read
individual opinion surveys in which
the students have written how won-
derful you were in this course. If
you send the statistical summaries,
be sure to include a cover page that
explains what the scales mean and
which end is favorable, unless that
information is clear from the sum-

mary page.

Publications/Professional Papers.
For beginning jobs, you should al-
ways send copies of professional
papers or publications. Two to four
are usually ample. We will read the
papers for any person who has a
cover letter, vita, and letters of rec-
ommendation that look interesting.
We want to see how fluid your
writing is, and whether you have
organized your convention paper in
such a way that a person outside
the 30 people in your subfield can
understand it.

Letters of Recommendation. Suffice
it to say that I have learned to take
these with a grain of salt. If your
letters are very specific, in that
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they talk about your performance
in a graduate seminar both orally
and in terms of the wonderful semi-
nar paper you wrote, that’s great.
But many letters are relatively
bland and are not very helpful in
getting to know what a candidate is
like. And referees who speak about
what a wonderful teacher this per-
son would make and state that the
candidate will never write much are
downright negative. There are al-
most no institutions left at this
point above the community college
level who do not want the faculty
to do some professional work, and
one of the biggest problems in the
profession is the number of ‘“‘aging
associate professors’> who have not
done enough professional work by
the standards of their institution to
be promoted. I suspect that every
chair is wary of taking on a faculty
member whose letters state in one
way or another that they are not
going to write much. I have actu-
ally seen phrases like ‘““never be
much of a scholar’ in at least one
letter. Needless to say, such a
phrase will not get the candidate
the position at most institutions.

5. The Departmental Review
of Applications

Zahariadis (1994, 98) calls the
process of finding a job a ‘“‘garbage
can’’ model, and when department
committees review applications,
there is certainly an element of the
garbage can model in that process.
Departments generally work under
the constraint of the job description
and whatever fields and other at-
tributes have been indicated as es-
sential (i.e., required), desirable,
and so forth. It is important to real-
ize the department committees also
work under a severe time con-
straint, meaning that their reviews
of files are likely to be quick and
that points the candidates want to
make should be prominent in their
cover letters and vitas. Usually,
department committees do not do
much reviewing of applications be-
fore the deadline date, but if the
deadline date is December or Janu-
ary, the other constraint is that
most departments will need to start
the formal interviewing season by

the beginning or middle of Febru-
ary to avoid losing good candi-
dates. Most interviewing is over by
the end of March, and sometimes
by the beginning of March.

The departmental committee then
recommends to the department or
to the dean the candidates who
should be interviewed. Recom-
mending that a candidate be inter-
viewed is an important decision for
departments in many institutions,
for affirmative action officers and
deans look upon a willingness to
interview as an indication that the
department believes that the candi-
dates interviewed have met the
minimum qualifications for the job.
At California State Los Angeles
our former affirmative action officer
at one point advanced the proposi-
tion that any affirmative action can-
didate who met the minimum quali-
fications for a position ought to be
hired before any other candidate,
no matter how qualified, although
most faculty would not agree with
such a decision rule. (The state-
ment, however, does indicate the
context in which at least some de-
partments hire.) Also, the more
candidates interviewed, the less
likely it is that the department or
department committee will be able
to coalesce around any one particu-
lar candidate. In short, deciding
how many candidates to interview
and whom to include in that group
is a very important decision in many
institutions and will structure the
entire search process from then on.

Also, for many institutions, the
decision to interview requires com-
mitting at least several hundred
dollars and perhaps several thou-
sand dollars to each department
recruiting. The bottom line for can-
didates is again that you might not
be interviewed for reasons outside
the control of anyone in the
department.

At some point in the process, the
department chair or the chair of the
search committee usually will call
the candidates on the “‘short list™
to see if they are still interested in
the position and to learn where
they are in the interviewing pro-
cess. If a candidate is far along in
the interviewing process some-
where else, he or she might move
down in priority upon receipt of
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that information on the likelihood
that the institution will not be able
to move fast enough to make an
offer in time. If I were a candidate,
I would be cautious about indicat-
ing that I was about to get an offer
unless I actually had the offer in
hand and was about to accept it.
Other than that, there is too much
likelihood that you will not get the
interview if you respond with any-
thing other than that you are still
interested in the position (if in fact
you are still interested) and per-
haps that you have already had an
interview (if in fact you have had
one). But I would not say more
than that. Candidates who come on
strong with demands for a quicker
process in my experience will re-
duce the probability of their obtain-
ing an interview.

6. The Interview Stage

If you are called for an inter-
view, most likely you have had
some conversations with someone
in the department already. At some
point, you might ask diplomatically
how many candidates are being in-
terviewed. If the number is one to
three, the department is serious
about you. If the answer is more
than three, don’t start hiring mov-
ers. I once had a call from some-
one who said they were down to a
20-person short list from 150 candi-
dates. The tone in his voice sug-
gested I should be pleased about
making the 20-person list. I just
laughed. If they are interviewing
more than three candidates, they
may have an ongoing lecture series
every week or two that you are to
be part of. Or the committee may
be so divided that they have de-
cided to interview every candidate
that anyone likes. Or they can’t
agree on the attributes of the ideal
candidate. But it’s usually not a
good sign in terms of your obtain-
ing an offer.

There’s not a lot that a candidate
can do after one applies to move
up on the list and obtain an inter-
view. Sometimes the faculty at
one’s Ph.D. institution can make a
personal call or send a short note
saying that they really meant it
when they said all those nice things
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about you, but the decision is
really in the hands of the local
committee. It was rare that anyone
who called about a specific candi-
date told me anything that changed
the ranking of that candidate at our
campus.

When you do interview, as the
Furlongs state, you should defi-
nitely obtain descriptive materials
about the institution and the de-
partment. Actually, the chair
should offer to send them, but if
s/he doesn’t, you should definitely
ask for them and obtain them
somehow, even if you have to sit in
the library and read the department
and university descriptions from a
microformed catalog. I have sat on
innumerable administrative search
committees where we felt that the
candidates should have researched
the institution but found they hadn’t.
Finally, I decided that departments
and committees should get as much
information in the hands of the can-
didate as possible. It simply makes
for a better interview.

The most important thing about
the interview is how the candidate
handles himself or herself intellec-
tually. Most departments are past
the point where your clothes make
much of a difference (although at
the extremes factors like that can
be important), but how you handle
yourself in the classroom, talking
with the faculty, and in your collo-
quium are crucial. We expect that
you will know a lot about a little—
that’s what Ph.D. candidates are
supposed to do. But we also want
to know how you react to hostile
questions, how you handle shy stu-
dents if you are asked to teach a
class, how defensive you become if
someone attacks you, whether you
will make something up to stop a
persistent and obnoxious ques-
tioner, how much depth and scope
you have about the significance of
your topic. In short, we want to
know how much intellectual matu-
rity you show about the areas in
which you claim competence.
Much of the rest is fluff.

The candidate probably wants to
know about the facilities on the
campus, the library, computers,
how one’s prospective colleagues
interact with one another, the ten-
ure process and criteria, and so on,
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and those are all things that are
relevant for a candidate. But we
want to know how well you will
teach, how much depth there is in
your thinking, how much breadth
and knowledge you have about the
field of political science and your
subfields, and whether you have
some ideas about what the implica-
tions are for future papers, books,
et cetera, of whatever it is that you
are studying for your dissertation.
Those are the things that make for
quality teaching and a professional,
scholarly career that goes beyond
finishing your dissertation.

We generally found that a one-
day or just over one-day interview
was more than sufficient. Longer
interviews leave the candidates
with too much empty time, and
they wonder why they are on cam-
pus. With one evening meal, the
committee can get a sense of what
the person is like informally, al-
though again, the most important
considerations are in the two pre-
ceding paragraphs.

Take note of how the department
handles your travel reimbursement.
Did you fill out the forms while you
were there so that your reimburse-
ment could be processed promptly?
They are probably going to treat
you as well as or better than any-
one currently on the faculty. View
how you are treated on your travel
reimbursement as a sign of how
well the institution is run.

If someone on the faculty tells
you that you are the leading candi-
date, again, take it with a grain of
salt. Everyone is probably feeling
good on the day of the interview,
particularly if you did well in your
presentations, but remember that
they may have more interviews
coming up and that the real think-
ing about an offer doesn’t occur
until after you leave.

7. After the Interview

Candidates can send thank you
notes if they want, although they
are hardly required and do not do
much. The crucial thing for the de-
partment after you leave and the
interviews are completed is to de-
cide whether they will recommend
making you an offer.
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Usually that decision will go
from the chair or search committee
to the full department and then the
chair will make a recommendation
to the dean. Along with the recom-
mendation will come the affirmative
action forms detailing how many
applications were received, how
many were interviewed, how many
were final candidates, and all that.
With the recommendation to the
dean comes the most crucial item
for many departments: the justifica-
tion as to why X candidate is being
recommended and Y is not. Need-
less to say, this is the point where
one has to justify, for example, not
hiring an affirmative action candi-
date whom you have interviewed
or not hiring the candidate the dean
thinks is best, and it is easy to
have problems arise at this stage.
The department must also decide
what salary or step level to recom-
mend, how many years to credit
toward tenure, whether to make a
computer part of the offer and what
kind of moving package to recom-
mend and who should pay for it.

It is easy for the “‘sorry you
didn’t get the job’” letters to sink to
the bottom of the priority list when
making offers involves such a com-
plex process. And administrators
have their own priorities. Things
can happen to delay or stop the
process until the moment the offer
goes out, and candidates should not
count on anything said until they
have something official on paper.

8. Negotiating an Offer

Often the chair will sound out
the candidate on how a given sal-
ary level sounds while the inter-
view is going on, indicating as well
what other things might happen
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(computers, moving expenses, and
so forth) if the candidate receives
an offer.

The bottom line for candidates is
(1) not to bring these things up dur-
ing the interview unless the chair
or the committee does, and (2) to
negotiate everything once the uni-
versity decides to make an offer.

Once they decide, you can cer-
tainly ask about anything. I always
had a personal rule of never ac-
cepting a first offer, but I have
been endlessly surprised with the
number of candidates who immedi-
ately accepted our first offer. Even
in the California State University,
one of the more rigid systems of
higher education in the United
States today, we negotiate things
like teaching loads for the first year
or two, provision of a computer in
one’s office, moving expenses, sal-
ary, etc. I would be remiss if I did
not say that these things changed
considerably over the period when
I was chair from 1986 until 1993
and that the willingness to provide
extra things varies according to
how much the department wants
you and (at least on our campus)
your affirmative action status. But
it never hurts to ask, and the worst
that can happen is that the chair
will say no or that it is just impos-
sible.

And in all honesty, you have
more leverage before you accept
the offer (think about what the de-
partment has been through to get
the university to make you the of-
fer) than you will ever have until
you get another offer. So ask.

Conclusions

Adding a faculty member to an
academic department is like invit-

ing an adult to live in a family, cer-
tainly not a choice to be made idly,
but on the other hand, we are talk-
ing about adults here. Candidates
should not read much of anything
into whether they get interviewed
at the campus after the APSA
meetings, whether they receive of-
fers after interviews, and so forth.
The truth is, aside from your intel-
lectual ability and capacity, most
hiring decisions are made for rea-
sons related to the hiring universi-
ty’s problems and not because of
something the candidate said or
did. And the situation in political
science is going to remain tough on
candidates as long as there are
many more candidates than there
are academic positions, a situation
that has existed for approximately
two decades and shows

little sign of change. That is a fac-
tor of supply and demand that will
inevitably lead to all of the seem-
ingly bizarre factors highlighted in
Furlong and Furlong (1994) and
Zahariadis (1994).
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