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Abstract 

The purpose of this “Lessons Learned” paper is to investigate how former graduate student 

leaders can employ their experiences to achieve and excel in service requirements as junior 

tenure-track faculty members. Research skills, and increasingly teaching ability, have been core 

to the graduate student curriculum, and match the majority of faculty tenure requirements. 

However, preparation for the service requirement is often overlooked at both the graduate 

student and faculty level. While a small part of the overall tenure package, there is an unspoken 

presumption that faculty members will be able to serve effectively and efficiently. In STEM 

curricula, the development of interpersonal skills is often overlooked. While this may not be an 

impediment in research communications, faculty may have a difficult time adapting to highly 

social university, local community, or governmental service organizations. The authors reflect on 

how their time as graduate student leaders, in student government, student organizations, and 

campus committees, influenced their ability to maximize impact while efficiently balancing time 

spent. The authors’ service portfolios span a range of fields – as student organization advisors, 

committee members, or advisory board members – in diverse types of institutions (from research 

universities to undergraduate teaching colleges) and have each balanced their personal and 

professional goals with their commitments. While not all junior faculty may have comparable 

graduate student leadership backgrounds, the authors provide broadly applicable suggestions, 

from one junior faculty member to another, discussing ways to maximize prior experiences to 

excel in the tenure service requirement category. This “Lessons Learned” paper should be 

presented as a lightning talk. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, there were increased efforts for preparation and development of higher education 

faculty. Examples include: teaching best practices seminars for existing faculty members, 

teaching preparation programs for graduate students, and research grant writing programs for 

graduate students and junior faculty. These programs and practices have shown significant 

improvements in junior faculty’s performance as course instructors and researchers [1]–[9]. 

However, this does not account for the full tenure review requirements, specifically overlooking 

the service requirement. Previous work has quantified service as the most ambiguous review 

category [10]–[15]. In the experience of the authors, service activities are not often subject to 

formative feedback during annual review processes and there is not a clear guideline if the work 

is sufficient. Nonetheless, we have observed that our previous student leadership activities, 
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particularly during graduate school, have allowed us to exceed supervisor expectations with 

regard to service. All four of the authors intersected during graduate school via student 

government and have since gone on to different types of institutions. All of us have recognized 

the importance of our graduate student leadership roles in our current, though junior, faculty 

service roles. 

The objectives of this work are to review the existing, though sparse, research on tenure-track 

faculty service requirements and compare to our own “lessons learned” as junior faculty. We 

outline recommendations for current graduate students and faculty advisors on how to approach 

student leadership during graduate school as a method to develop future faculty members. Here, 

we wish to highlight one method by which graduate students, specifically future faculty 

candidates, could be better prepared for faculty service obligations. 

Faculty Service in Existing Literature 

Faculty service requirements in the tenure package are considered minor compared to teaching 

and research obligations. The relative amounts in these three categories differ by institution and 

academic appointment type. Available documents from the authors’ current institutions suggest 

that service requirements for tenure-track faculty positions generally compose 20% of the total 

workload. This aligns with literature [16]. Though a significant part of faculty time, literature 

indicates that junior faculty often struggle to fulfill and maximize the utility of service 

obligations. This dissatisfaction may be due to time constraints or role dissatisfaction, however 

all must complete service activities to fulfill their job obligations [8], [10], [15], [17]–[23]. 

Depending on the institution, faculty service may include service to all or some of the following 

groups: students, department, institution, profession, and community. These different categories 

can each yield improvements to the institution, through improved student performance or 

research output, while still advancing the faculty’s career aspirations [24]. Interdisciplinary 

models allow faculty to pursue service activities intersecting with research and/or teaching, thus 

allowing for greater faculty benefit [25]–[27]. Faculty service strengthens the tie between the 

faculty and the institution by increasing faculty commitment to institutional policies and actions 

[17], [28]–[34].  

Given the relative importance of faculty service activities for student support, retention, and 

community identity, one might assume programs exist to prepare junior and future faculty 

members. However, that is not the case. Within the ASEE Peer Repository, publication searches 

relating to “faculty development”, “tenure”, and “service” yielded less than 40 publications 

between the years 2000 and 2020 with a repository relevance score greater than 6.00 (out of the 

maximum of 10.00). None were found offering concrete steps for future faculty development, 

instead focusing on junior faculty role development. The most concrete recommendations 

regarding service training were offered by Ocon [35] who promoted consulting activities as a 

tool for junior faculty development, but this presumes the faculty has sufficient skills to consult. 

The available research generally quantified positive affective measures of mentorship and/or 

coaching on pre-tenure faculty, comparisons of tenure requirements at different types of 

institutions, and various tools that can be used to help organize tenure packages. While important 

data, the lack of skills training for future faculty service is troubling. The dearth of studies 

targeting this topic was replicated in other available databases. 
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Student Leadership as Job Preparation 

It is important to identify practices that can successfully prepare future faculty for service. We 

postulate that student campus leadership, particularly during graduate school, is one practice 

worth highlighting. It has long been held that extracurricular activities at any age level can help 

broaden the participant’s learning and development, in addition to deepening their satisfaction 

and involvement on the college campus [36], [37]. In the authors’ experiences, adoption of 

leadership roles on campus during graduate school allowed not only the development of 

leadership, organization, and interpersonal skills, but also familiarity with the policies and 

practices of higher education institutions. This eased the transition into faculty roles, particularly 

for service activities. Author Laughton is in her first year at the Citadel, but is already the 

department’s Chemical Hygiene Officer. Her role as Vice President of Campus Affairs in student 

government and her service on the EH&S Committee at a larger, research-focused institution 

enabled her department to entrust her with the students’ laboratory safety. While she may still be 

learning the Citadel’s policies, she has sufficient context from her previous leadership roles to 

adapt quickly and begin to streamline procedures. While not core to Laughton’s career goals, her 

previous experiences allow her to complete her role’s responsibilities with minimal time input. 

The most important reasons that a student participates in a student government organization, and 

further in shared governance practices, are to (1) improve university governance, (2) gain 

experience, and (3) serve other students [38]. These have been shown to translate into former 

student leaders’ careers in fields outside academia, however they can also have lasting effects for 

faculty via their service activities [39], [40]. Author Gingrich fully embodies this idea. After 

serving as Vice President of External Affairs and President of the Graduate Student Assembly, 

he found a consistent interest in serving his peers through diversity and inclusion efforts. He 

worked closely with other student leaders and university administrators (including Deans and the 

Provost) to create change in this area. As a junior faculty member at Ohio State, he received an 

exception to sit on the department’s Inclusive Excellence Committee as a junior faculty. From 

his previous efforts, he now has a broad knowledge base as the committee identifies ways to 

integrate diversity and inclusion into the curriculum. Author Narra previously served as 

International Student Advocate for the graduate student government and in the leadership of the 

Mechanical Engineering department-level government. While her current institution, Rochester 

Polytechnic Institute, has fewer international students, she directly leveraged her leadership 

experiences to be selected for her department’s Graduate Student Committee by more senior 

faculty. After aggregating graduate students’ concerns from her peers during graduate school, 

she can, even now, clearly articulate them and create important change. 

Traditional student- or institution-supporting service roles are not the only types benefitting from 

previous student government experience. Austin [41] discusses how an ideal graduate school 

experience prepares students who wish to pursue academic careers by socializing students into 

the role of faculty. She highlights how research and teaching assistantships, coupled with 

adequate reflection opportunities, can help students become aware of the skills they are 

developing which will be valuable as a faculty member. Unlike the other authors, Canfield did 

not serve in the large campus-wide student government, instead working with a number of 

interest focused clubs. Even as a graduate student, she saw student organizations as a way of 

pursuing more diverse science and policy ideas than those just included in her thesis. Her work 

with these organizations focused largely on networking events and arranging speakers. While her 
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faculty service activities at Missouri Science & Technology may be less student-focused than the 

other authors, she found a service niche in public policy outreach utilizing her skills while 

advancing her research goals. This speaks to the importance of reflection on newly acquired 

skills as well as interdisciplinary service opportunities. Canfield efficiently performs her service 

duties, while advancing her career goals. 

Even beyond the selected author examples, student leadership experiences correlate well with of 

faculty service roles. Student government organizations discuss topics such as allocation of 

funds, campus policies, and academic procedures [42]. They often build proposals for the 

institution’s administration regarding these topics and may host campus services within their 

framework (e.g. grant programs, food pantries, peer mentorship programs). Funding 

management knowledge directly translates to management of research funds or faculty advisor 

oversight of student organization budgets. Proposal or report writing experience can aid research 

efforts, but more directly provides insight for faculty members when attempting to direct 

institutional change via a curricular committee or other. Student leadership experience also 

provides knowledge to build broad-based teams that can translate to fruitful interdisciplinary 

research and service collaborations. Student governments with an external relations branch may 

produce leaders with experience in drafting public statements to the media or working with 

government officials which can help related outreach activities as faculty. Quality academic 

advising is tied to better student retention and performance; however, faculty are often not 

trained to handle student concerns and are disconnected from institutional student support 

services. Experience navigating institutional policies as a student leader could improve junior 

faculty’s advising abilities and enhance their ability to maximize the utility of existing campus 

offices. All of the authors have experienced each of these benefits to a certain extent in the first 

few years of their faculty roles. Systematic research is needed to determine the generalizability 

of these outcomes. 

Maximizing Student Leadership Utility as Faculty Preparation 

Graduate students are subject to a great number of time constraints from taking (or teaching) 

classes and conducting research. Therefore, students and their advisors alike may eschew the 

addition of a required student organizational leadership position. We do not suggest a 

requirement for all students. However, for those aspiring to faculty positions, leadership roles 

should be encouraged and recognized as a job preparation activity. Such leaders have 

demonstrated ability to balance the time and effort required to meet scholarship, service, and 

teaching requirements simultaneously as junior faculty after doing so as graduate students. 

Students should be made aware of the opportunities and potential challenges. Anecdotally, many 

of our fellow graduate students were explicitly told not to engage in activities outside of 

research, such as student government or clubs. In our opinion, these advisors fail to provide 

adequate holistic career preparation opportunities to their advisees, possibly rooted in a 

misunderstanding of the time commitments involved. Instead, graduate advisors should do their 

research before taking a stance. This may involve talking to the organization’s advisor to identify 

the role’s duties and time requirements. Also, discuss with the student to ensure that they are 

taking on the role for the right (i.e., career preparation based) reasons and stand to benefit from 

the experience. If the student steps into a role, routinely check in with the student to ensure that 

the time expectations are not being exceeded. Finally, if a student expresses desire to engage in 

student leadership but the advisor finds some issue with their proposed organization, the advisor 
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should suggest other organizations that may be a better compromise. The advisee could even 

lend a student perspective or organize other students for one of their advisor’s current service 

obligations. This could be mutually beneficial to both the student’s and the advisor’s careers. 

We encourage fellow former student leaders to reflect upon prior leadership activities in light of 

their current position. Even if the leadership role was not directly connected to career goals, 

transferable skills can be identified. If desiring advancement in higher education administration, 

skills such as creating agendas and running efficient meetings are useful. Prior experience 

networking and managing outside speakers on campus can be useful in building a research 

agenda and cultivating relationships in the research community. Prior experiences as a student 

advocate for campus practices may help color an individual’s own teaching philosophy. Do not 

consider a former role as preparation only for on-campus service but off-campus as well. 

Mentors and supervisors must consider the unique challenges of junior faculty with former 

student leadership. Collins et al. [43] highlight the difficulties of tenured faculty mentoring 

junior faculty members. They discuss how differences in generation, gender, and race may 

influence the advice that should be given in a mentorship scenario and specifically discuss how 

this relates to service obligations. Mentors are told to instruct their mentees in how to say “no” to 

additional obligations, how to identify activities that best complement the junior faculty’s 

interests and career trajectory, and how to identify activities with the greatest return for time 

invested. We strongly support these suggestions, but do add a note of caution regarding junior 

faculty with student leadership experience. Such faculty may need to be cautioned by their 

faculty mentor or supervisor to not be overwhelmed by the scope of possible service 

opportunities and lose sight of time-management and career advancement [44]. Just because a 

role can be filled does not mean that this faculty must be the one to fill it. Supervisors and 

department heads should consider consulting their junior faculty and presenting them with the 

variety of service options currently in need of faculty before assigning them to a certain 

committee just to satisfy requirements. A successful match is one that benefits the institution as 

well as utilizes the passions and skills of the faculty. In this manner, mentors and supervisors can 

help prevent junior faculty burnout or challenges in meeting tenure and promotion requirements 

due to over-engaging in service [45]–[47]. 

Conclusions 

In the authors’ experience, as supported by available literature, student leadership during 

graduate school is complementary to the faculty development process and can aid in a junior 

faculty member’s ability to more smoothly transition into the significant service roles expected 

of tenure track faculty, regardless of the type of service activities engaged in. Former graduate 

student leaders who are now faculty should think critically regarding their skills and interests to 

maximize their output but ensure it is targeted to benefit their career aspirations. Supervisors of 

former student leaders should take care to not let the junior faculty over-reach while also 

matching their skills and interests with the institution’s needs. Graduate student advisors should 

consider recommending a significant campus leadership experience to your graduate students 

aiming for a faculty position. If a graduate student’s thesis work prepares for faculty research 

obligations and teaching assistantships prepare for faculty teaching obligations, student 

leadership during graduate school can help prepare them for the challenges of efficient, 

synchronous accomplishment of service requirements.  
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