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Abstract

Implicit in most conversations about 
the public mission of state and land-
grant universities is the assumption 
that the proper role of faculty is simply 
to provide scientifi c information and 
technical assistance to external constit-
uencies. This view implies that faculty 
should, and do, work from a stance of 
disinterested neutrality; it also shapes 
expectations and assumptions about 
the nature and meaning of such work.

Through individual and focus group in-
terviews, we have found that faculty 
in public institutions often do portray 
themselves as neutral providers of 
technical assistance and information. 
However, in telling and interpreting 
specifi c stories of their engagement 
in social problems, many also portray 
themselves as proactively working on 
behalf of their conceptions of the pub-
lic good. This fi nding raises questions 
about the social identities and roles of 
faculty. It suggests the need to reex-
amine presumptions about what should 
be asked of and expected from them.
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