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A
cademic physics jobs in the United States are in
transition, with a growing emphasis on part-time or
temporary appointments, a continuing decrease in
faculty members born in the United States and an
economic crunch that could result in fewer permanent

positions, according to a recently released survey by the American
Institute of Physics (www.AIP.org).

Faculty at US physics departments grew by 5% from 2000 
to 2002 — but much of that growth is due to an increase in
temporary and part-time instructors. This reflects a softening in
the academic market that has already hit the humanities and is
now showing signs of spreading to all the sciences. This trend 
may worsen as state budgets, which fund many of the large 
public universities, tighten as a result of recent tough economic
times, according to the AIP, which conducts the physics survey
every two years.

There are still jobs, however. The number of tenure-track 
jobs and the number of tenured physics faculty that have retired
have remained relatively unchanged since 2000. The wild card is
the economy. If state budgetary shortfalls leave public universities
in the lurch, which is often the case, universities may opt to let
vacant positions go unfilled or use temporary help to make up 
the difference.

Getting those positions may become tougher — unless fewer
foreign physicists flow into the United States as a result of visa
restrictions. With most of the growth being in part-time
positions, and with retirement levels relatively flat, there will be
greater competition for tenure-track positions. It may still be
possible to climb the tenure-track ladder in physics, but the
starting rung will often be lower, in the form of a temporary or a 
part-time position.
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