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Over a three-year period (2017-2020), a research team at the University of Colorado conducted an online
survey of 46,692 tenure-track faculty employed at 1,360 PhD-granting departments in eight academic
disciplines: computer science, business, history, psychology, physics & astronomy, sociology, anthropology, and
biology. In total, 7,218 faculty answered the question about their parent’s level of highest education, and 4,807
provided the ZIP code in which they grew up. Here are some of the findings, all of which point to substantial
socioeconomic advantages in the family backgrounds of individuals who go on to become tenure-track faculty at
major universities:

Across the eight disciplines, 51.8% of the faculty had at least one parent with a graduate degree, and almost a
quarter (22.2%) reported that at least one of their parents had a PhD). By comparison, among adults in general at
the time these faculty had been born, just 6.5% held a graduate degree of any kind, and less than 1% held a PhD.

In other words, faculty are, on average, 25 times more likely to have a parent with a PhD than the general
population. That ratio was similar across the eight disciplines surveyed.

What’s more, university faculty were twice as likely to have had at least one parent with a PhD than their
contemporaries who also earned PhDs but did not become faculty members.

Faculty tended to grow up in ZIP codes that, on average, were wealthier than the general public. The median
estimated household income for surveyed faculty when they were children ($73,000) was 23.7% higher than the
median across all ZIP codes ($59,000).

Family background also influenced the extent to which current faculty members are employed at institutions
that are perched higher on the academic pecking order. Nearly a third of faculty at top ranked universities (as
judged by U.S. News and World Report) across all eight fields reported having at least one parent with a PhD,
and faculty at these most highly esteemed departments were 53.6% more likely to have a parent who held a PhD
than were faculty at the least prestigious departments (29.5% versus 19.2%).

Respondents were asked to rate the support and encouragement they received for their academic careers from
their parents on a scale from 1-5. Faculty with PhD parents reported receiving significantly more parental
support and encouragement than faculty whose parents had not earned a doctorate. In fact, the percentage of
faculty saying they received “a lot” of support was twice as high for those with at least one PhD parent (68.3%)
than for thoseé who came from households where both parents had a high school education or less (35.1%). And
that relationship proved true, regardless of the gender of the faculty member.

Colleges and universities across the country have prioritized the diversification of their faculty, particularly
along ethnic and gender lines when hiring new faculty. They have done so for various reasons, including the
belief that the quality of education is improved when students are confronted with a range of ideas and opinions
that are likely to be broader among a demographically heterogeneous professorate.

But this study strongly suggests those diversification efforts face a major problem: the pipelines to academial
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are not all equally full or flowing. Socioeconomic background appears to open or clog them to a considerable
extent, revealing a major obstacle that will temain if, as the authors claim, “our current definitions of meritocracy
within academia implicitly favor individuals with the inherited advantages conferred by wealth and education.”
The implications of this kind of stratification among faculty deserve fuller exploration, but they raise profound
questions for the academy. Among those questions is one posed at the end of the paper: “what discoveries are not|
made or what ideas are not developed as a result of academia’s historical and current lack of socioeconomic
diversity.”
(Excerpt from Nietzel, Michael. 2021/03/28. “The Well-Heeled Professoriate: Socioeconomic Backgrounds of
University Faculty.” Forbes.)
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