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ABSTRACT

Although academics women have made enormous gains in leadership positions in the past decade, they still comprise only 11 per cent of senior levels (D and E) in 36 Australian universities in 2004.  The road to senior academic leadership positions seems to be long and winding for women. What’s holding women academics back? Why it takes women to get there slower or not at all?  It is argued that women’s career paths do not follow the conventional trajectory long established by successful academics men.  Instead of following a progression through the academic hierarchy, many women take an exit at some point on their career highway.  They leave the fast lane to make choice between career and parenting, and when they re-enter the academic highway only to find themselves in a very slow lane.   This paper proposes to examine the situation of women faculty staff of the Australian academic hierarchy.   It is argued that as women step up the academic ladder; they will face a double-glazing glass ceiling of either family responsibility or a system that would deter them from going upward.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Despite the number of women academics have increased substantially in the past decade, the proportion of women in senior positions has not changed.  There is a significant difference at the rank of associate professor or higher between the two sexes in relation to academic advancement.  Higher academic rank and salaries are related to higher research productivity including more publications and grants, greater department support of research and funding, less number of teaching hours and services.  Women academics are usually in the lower echelon of the hierarchical academe.  They are less academically research productive, have more teaching hours, less department support for research than the male counterparts.

The trade union and professional association for UK higher education professionals reported that women academics’ jobs are more casual and less senior in comparison with those of male academics (AUT 2004). In 2002-3, a higher proportion of female academics (48 per cent) were employed on fixed-term contracts than were their male colleagues (38 per cent). The proportion of women characteristically decreased as the academic level increased, and full-time female academics earned 85 per cent of average male salary. Male academics engaged in both teaching and research were 1.6 times more likely than women academics to be counted as research active, a key determinant in promotion opportunities.

Similar observations have been made in the United States (Park 1996; Glazer-Raymo 1999; Currie, Thiele & Harris 2002). Women academics are found in certain disciplines and at the lower levels. Yet current research also notes that female students now make up of more than 50 per cent of undergraduate and postgraduate enrolments in many universities. Women now are even matching men in obtaining higher doctorates and PhDs. However, women academics still are more likely to have part-time and contract work, teach more hours and publish less, be a nurturer and carer, complete their doctoral degrees in ‘soft’ area rather than ‘hard’ male-dominated disciplines, to leave or have a short employment time span at the university. In the male-dominated business disciplines disparities in income were larger for women academics than they were in either the arts or the natural sciences (Glazer-Raymo 2001).

II. THE DOUBLE-GLAZING GLASS CEILING

First Layer: Academic Motherhood - The Never-Ending Work

Women academics especially mothers face more challenges with the task of achieving a balance between work and family life.  Traditional theories from literature work paint a picture of work and family as two incompatible, negative areas.  Being a good mother seems to be mutual exclusive to bring a successful academic.

Women’s hands are tight with children and family responsibilities.  Mother academics seem not to follow a conventional trajectory of successful faculty career in which male academics have more freedom from home responsibilities.  Ginther and Kahn (2003) also pointed out that while it maybe true that women shoulder a larger share of child-rearing and domestic responsibilities; women with children are penalized in the promotion process despite having similar research productivity levels.

University culture has made also hard work and the long hours needed to produce scholarly publications a virtue that leads to career advancement. Women experience difficulty in the level of commitment required to succeed in academic work due to their disproportionate share of domestic responsibilities. As Currie, Thiele and Harris explain in Gendered Universities in Globalized Economies: Power, Careers and Sacrifices:

The problem is first of all structural. For women to meet the criteria of a 60 hour week to have a significant research reputation established, it means essentially they have to give up a commitment to a family and a personal life or make a series of compromises which delay their advancement to senior positions … (2002, p. 80)

The literature on women’s academic career advancement also argues that women continue to spend relatively more time on teaching and service and less time on research and producing publications. The latter, of course, are regarded as instrumental in achieving career advancement. Moreover women culturally tend to play a nurturing role in the academy, with students, in a similar way that they do at home with their loved ones. Men, on the other hand, are reported to spend more time in networking, in doing research work and in supervising postgraduate students.

One reason for this focus is that women have more career breaks due to childbearing, child rearing and other care responsibilities. A research focus is harder, too, because women have more part-time and casual employment. Hence, their time spent at work tends to concentrate on teaching and administrative work (or service). Also, interruptions to employment would normally lead to deterioration in women’s research skills. In Gendered Universities in Globalized Economies (2002), Currie, Thiele and Harris imply that successful women academics did not have children.

Probert confirms that this career focus continues to prevail within the Australian university system, noting that:

… women do indeed tend to place greater weight on teaching and less on research when compared to men’s applications [for promotion]. In the national study [across 18 Australian universities], women allocated significantly more weight to teaching than men (an average of 41 per cent compared to 35 per cent), while men allocated significantly more weight to research than did women … an average of 41 per cent compared to 33 per cent. (Probert 2005, p. 57)

She also confirms that, while there was no evidence to ‘that women are given higher teaching loads than men, we did find evidence that women spend more time than men on student welfare and pastoral care’ (2005, p. 60; see also p. 59). In one study, women at the University of New South Wales said that work on student welfare, next to administration, was their most common non-teaching and non-research task (42.6 per versus 26.5 per cent for men). More women than men also ranked mentoring in a similar way (Probert 2005, p. 60). 

Second Layer - Research Productivity of Women Faculty at Victoria University 

Work activity and government research funding approximate research productivity.  The quality and annual research productivity is based on the number of refereed papers presented at national or international conferences, and the number of publications in journals, book chapters and books.

Research publications are one of the key determinants on promotion.  Differential publication rates account for less number of women at the upper echelon of academic ranks.  Gender publication differences explain why women do not exceed the minimum required benchmark at their academic level.

The main end-point for measuring research productivity is the total number of publications in refereed quality journals.  Measures of academic productivity at Victoria University are calculated using the Weighted Research Activity Index (WRAI).  The required benchmarks for each academic ranking are: 
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Table 1 shows the descriptive analysis of Weighted Research Activity Index (WRAI) calculated during period 2002 to 2004 inclusive at Victoria University (2006).  It is required of level B to E that academic staff to have WRAI of at least 1 and above.  The percentage of staff with non-zero WRAI at levels A and B show that less than half number of staff have research publications.  At higher levels from senior lecturer positions and higher show the majority of staff have non-zero WRAI.  However, having some research output is one thing and exceeding the required benchmark is another thing.  Table 1 shows that even at level A, associate lecturer or senior tutor, no research is required, 37 per cent of staff exceed the WRAI benchmark. At level B, lecturer position, the minimum WRAI is 1 and only 17 per cent of staff at this level exceeds the WRAI benchmark.  This implies 83 per cent of level B staff at Victoria University has the WRAI at or below the minimum benchmark of 1.  At level C, senior lecturer position, only 25 per cent of VU staff exceed the WRAI benchmark of 2, with 22 percent of senior staff have zero research index.  Higher levels D and E, Associate Professor and Professor rankings, shows a higher proportion of staff exceed the WRAI benchmark at 42 and 39 per cent respectively.  In summary, only a small proportion of middle level staff at VU, lecturer and senior lecturer positions, have exceeded the WRAI benchmark during period 2002 and 2004 inclusive.

Table 1: Victoria University Including Non-Faculty Staff (2002-2004)

	 
	Number of staff
	Number of staff with non-zero WRAI
	% of staff with non-zero WRAI
	% of staff exceeding WRAI benchmark

	All academic levels
	620
	374
	60
	27

	Level A
	87
	32
	37
	37

	Level B
	233
	101
	43
	17

	Level C
	173
	135
	78
	25

	Level D
	57
	51
	89
	42

	Level E
	70
	55
	79
	39


Tables 2 and 3 show the percentage of gender faculty with non-zero WRAI at Victoria University.  At a glance, more proportion of male faculty staff has non-zero WRAI compared to female faculty staff at all academic levels.  At level A and B, female faculty staff outperforms male staff in terms of research output activity.  Middle level, senior lecturer position, both male and female faculty staff at VU have about the same proportion of staff with non-zero WRAI.  However, at level D, associate professor position, more percentage of female staff with non-zero WRAI compared to their male counterparts.  And at the very top level, professorial ranking, only 67 per cent of female faculty staff are research active compared to 81 per cent of male faculty staff.  

Table 2: Victoria University - Male Faculty Staff (2002-2004)

	 
	Number of staff
	Number of staff with non-zero WRAI
	% of staff with non-zero WRAI
	% of staff exceeding WRAI benchmark

	All academic levels
	380
	241
	63
	28

	Level A
	39
	14
	36
	36

	Level B
	124
	52
	42
	19

	Level C
	117
	91
	78
	26

	Level D
	42
	37
	88
	40

	Level E
	58
	47
	81
	40


The percentage of staff exceeding WRAI benchmark between male and female faculty staff show similar result, that is at lower rankings especially academic levels B and C, the proportion of female faculty staff exceeding the WRAI benchmark is lower compared to their male counterparts (the last column of tables 2 and 3).  More women academic staff at the Associate Professor ranking (level D) also exceeds the required WRAI benchmark of 3 than men academic staff.  Again, however at the very top professorial level, only 33 per cent of women faculty staff exceeds the benchmark compared to 40 per cent of men faculty staff at Victoria University.  This implies that the higher women move up the academic ladder, fewer of them tend to be less research productive than men of the same academic level.  

Table 3: Victoria University - Female Faculty Staff (2002-2004)

	 
	Number of staff
	Number of staff with non-zero WRAI
	% of staff with non-zero WRAI
	% of staff exceeding WRAI benchmark

	All academic levels
	240
	133
	55
	25

	Level A
	48
	18
	38
	38

	Level B
	109
	49
	45
	16

	Level C
	56
	44
	79
	23

	Level D
	15
	14
	93
	47

	Level E
	12
	8
	67
	33





Regardless of which measure of publication productivity is used, women produced less research than men (McDowell, Singell and Ziliak 2001).  Literature work indicate that women have lower number of publications than men throughout their career and women academics experience a drop in productivity during the childbearing period.  For women with child-rearing and family responsibilities, moving up the ranks is challenging (Wilson 2001; McDowell, Singell and Ziliak 2001).

The literature also maintains that, within research, women have relatively less access to resources and fewer opportunities to engage in professional organisations and to present papers at the international conferences. Women also do not maximise their research output, as they work alone relatively more and do not use research assistants as much as do men. Furthermore, women tend to have relatively less significant service roles. Male academics in contrast have relatively more significant, decision-making roles that place them in the ‘pipeline’ for future leadership. Universities are now more aware of these inequalities and try to increase female representation, especially on committees. However, because there are fewer women academics, women end up spending relatively more time than men do in committee work, to the detriment of their research and overall careers.

CONCLUSION

Why the road to senior academic positions seems to be long and winding for women? Women not only face the academic glass ceiling, they face the double-glazing one due to family responsibilities and research productivity associated with the promotion. 

Women are more likely in the lower academic ranks, or having part-time positions.  Women spend more time on teaching, mentoring and doing administrative work than men.  Women shoulder more share of child-rearing and domestic responsibilities.  They are more likely to opt out either to take leave, ignore research work or completing higher education, in order to fulfil the family role. 

Women progress up through the academic ranks relatively slowly than men, and they are under-represented at the full professor rank.  Regarding the research productivity, the main end-point for measuring research productivity is the number of publications in refereed journals, book chapters and books.  Women still have fewer publications than men at comparable academic ranks; in terms of top ten journals and book chapters or books.  

Women lack mentors, have fewer resources including research assistants and funding.  Women are less likely to co-author and lack access to social networks that improve research productivity.  In addition, fewer women faculty staff can exceed the WRAI benchmark compared to their male counterparts of the same level.
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