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Who would you choose?
Gaining perspective on search committees



Agenda
• Brief reminder of the landscape of academia in the U.S. and the typical faculty 

job search process

• Search committees and the “typical” faculty search process

• Mock search committee activity – who would you choose to interview?

• Discussion



There are 3939 higher ed institutions* classified into 7 basic types.

*https://carnegieclassifications.acenet.edu

1. Tribal colleges and universities

2. Special-focus institutions (law, art, medicine, etc)

3. Associate’s colleges

4. Baccalaureate colleges/Associate’s colleges

5. Baccalaureate colleges

6. Master’s colleges and universities

7. Doctoral universities                
(3 subtypes: R1, R2, R3 based on R&D expenditures)



Institutions vary in their focus

1. Tribal colleges and universities

2. Special-focus institutions (law, art, medicine, etc)

3. Associate’s colleges

4. Baccalaureate colleges/Associate’s colleges

5. Baccalaureate colleges

6. Master’s colleges and universities

7. Doctoral universities                
(3 subtypes: R1, R2, R3 based on R&D expenditures)

Teaching Research



Faculty search timeline usually begins ~1 year prior to job start
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Application package

Always need

• CV
• Cover letter
• List of 3-5 referees who can speak 

to your potential to be an 
outstanding faculty member in the 
type of institution to which you are 
applying

May also need

• Research plan/statement of prior 
research accomplishments

• Diversity statement
• Teaching philosophy
• Teaching evaluations/portfolio
• Statement of faith (some religiously 

affiliated institutions)



Search committees and the “typical” 
faculty search process



Search committee is made up of

Search committee chair

+

4-6 other faculty members

Sometimes
• The Department chair (as ex oficio)
• A grad student
• A postdoc
• A diversity advisor• Communicates with candidates

• Writes committee reports and final 
recommendation letter

Search committee chair



Search process
1st committee meeting: 
 = Discuss qualities sought in new faculty member
 = Write and post job ad

Applications received; each app assigned to 2-3 committee members for review.
 = Members review and rank applications

2nd committee meeting
 = Compare top candidates & choose who to phone screen 

Conduct phone screens then select candidates to invite to campus

Conduct campus interviews 

Recommend hire



All search committees (regardless of type of 
institution) are looking for two main qualities in a 
new faculty hire



All search committees (regardless of type of 
institution) are looking for two main qualities in a 
new faculty hire

ØSomeone who will be successful 
in the context of the specific 
institution / department / 
expectations of the job.

ØA good colleague. 



The first chance the search committee has to gauge this…

• A conference talk or poster would be 
ideal!

• Your application package

ØCV

ØCover letter
Does this 

person have 
high potential 
for success?

Will this person 
be a good 
colleague?



Who would you choose to interview?



You are on the search committee for Fantastic University.
• Three units of Fantastic University are conducting a joint recruitment to hire 

“multiple” junior tenure-track faculty.

• Biomedical and Health Sciences

• Center for Cell Signaling

• Medical School

• The job ad was written by the heads of the departments in which the faculty 
could be hired. The search committee members were selected from the current 
“areas of excellence” mentioned in the job ad, and you are representing 
cardiovascular biology. The ad was posted and the applications are starting to 
roll in.



You are on the search committee for Fantastic University.
• Step 1: Take a few minutes to read the job ad on your own. 

• Step 2: Attend your first committee meeting. 

Get together with a couple people seated near you and talk about what kinds 
of things you might like to see from the candidates, based on the job 
description. (It’s your first search committee meeting!)



Step 3: Read the 4 packets and rank them. (20-30 mins)
In Step 4, you’ll discuss your choices with your fellow committee members and 
try to reach consensus. 

Although these have been adapted from actual CVs of individuals finishing their 
training, the number and caliber of publications, presentations, and funding is 
preserved. 

Wanda Maximoff (green)
Carol (Colan) Danvers (blue)

Jimmy Johns (yellow)
Xu Shang-Chi (pink)



Step 4: Discuss with your fellow (sub)committee members.

• Who did you rank at the top, and why?

• What reservations did you have about the other candidates?

• Can you reach consensus on who to recommend to do Zoom interviews with?

Wanda Maximoff (green)
Carol (Colan) Danvers (blue)

Jimmy Johns (yellow)
Xu Shang-Chi (pink)



Debrief



What if this was the job ad – who would you choose?
Assistant Professor – Department of Physiology

The successful candidate will be expected to contribute to teaching in the Medical School as well 
as the undergrad/grad programs of the Department. Progress in rank will require productivity in 
research, teaching, and service.

• Research: Conduct research, submit grant proposals, publish papers, attend scientific 
meetings, present talks and posters; guide the research of students and supervise other lab 
personnel.

• Teaching: Serve as a facilitator in the med school curriculum; Prepare and deliver lectures in 
courses offered by the Department in the graduate and undergraduate curriculums; participate 
in graduate student thesis committees.

• Service: Engage in service activities beneficial to the division and scientific community.

• Preference given to those whose area of research complements our departmental strengths in 
development, neuroscience, and endocrinology.



What if this was the job ad – who would you choose?
Assistant Professor – Biomedical Drug Discovery

We invite applicants with expertise in an area with relevance to the broad field of 

pharmaceutical sciences and drug discovery.

• Demonstrate a commitment to innovation by developing a rigorous research 

program that creates new knowledge, tools, or translation to address unmet 

needs or gaps in understanding (e.g., pathophysiology of a given disease 

that is currently untreatable, defining novel therapeutic targets for drug 

development and/or drug delivery, etc.).



A few interesting recent papers



Closing advice on crafting a CV
• Your CV is not immutable – don’t be afraid to change it up based on how you 

are using it

• As you are tailoring your CV for a particular purpose, consider the proportion 
of space you devote to research, teaching, and service in your CV. Is the 
proportion appropriate for what you’re using the CV for?

• Since you will be tailoring your CV to specific uses, keep a separate, “master 
CV” that you update every time you accomplish something or learn a new skill 
or have a new experience (my ASPIRE colleague calls this a “junk drawer 
CV”)

https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2022/11/28/benefits-junk-drawer-cv-opinion
https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2022/11/28/benefits-junk-drawer-cv-opinion


Tip: is there an evaluation rubric for the institution?



Questions?

Kim Petrie
kim.petrie@vanderbilt.edu



What search committees wish you knew
• “Search committees have less power than people think.”

• “We often have no idea what we want.” 

• “Search committees want you to pretend this is not a hassle.” (read: put on a 
positive face no matter how many times you are asked the same question.)

• “We skimmed your CV several weeks ago and can’t remember the details.”

• “We know all about you, but we don’t want you to know all about us.”

• “Keeping the employment needs of your partner a secret until the very end 
can wreck the whole process.” [but not too early]

From article by Allison Vaillancourt for Chronicle of Higher Education


