Report of the Faculty Senate Task Force on Post-Tenure/Promotion Review

Members: Dennis Jablonski, David McCandless, Dustin Walcher (Chair), and Kemble Yates


Scope of Inquiry:

This Task Force will review recent questions and suggestions raised by Division Directors about the current processes for post-tenure/promotion review.  Pertinent questions include (but may not be limited to): 

1. Are the existing performance standards for post-tenure and/or promoted faculty appropriate?  

2. Should the Senate consider adopting different standards of evaluation for post-tenure and/or promoted faculty from those used to review promoting or tenure-track faculty?  

3. Are the existing review processes for post-tenure and/or promoted faculty adequate?

4. Should the Chair have an increased role in the colleague evaluations process for post-tenure and/or promoted faculty?

5. Should the Director have a role in the colleague evaluation process for post-tenure and/or promoted faculty?  	


Division Directors’ Concerns:

The Senate submitted eight questions to the Division Directors in Academic Affairs, to which they collectively offered a three-page response (attached).  Directors find that they are insufficiently empowered to address performance deficiencies among promoted/tenured faculty members.  In the context of FPARs, they point out that “neither the chair or the director is empowered to evaluate a faculty member’s self-rankings or overall performance.”  The Directors also observe that “Colleague evaluation committees rarely find colleagues unacceptable even when they are clearly not meeting expectations at the acceptable level.”  

The Task Force offered Chairs the opportunity to provide feedback in light of the concerns Division Directors raised, with the promise of anonymity.  Chairs agree that, in the words of one, there must be “a mechanism in place to address faculty who are not participating in service or scholarship activities.”  Beyond that point, views varied.  Most Chairs reported that they possess such mechanisms, and are generally satisfied with faculty performance in their areas.  Some reported experiences with one or more faculty members who they thought were underperforming, but did not believe that they could count on Directors or the Provost to support corrective action.  Many Chairs are wary of adding new evaluative procedures that will command more faculty time, which is already spread thin (on faculty time pressure, see the Faculty Rewards Task Force Report).  

Finally, the Task Force had a constructive meeting with Provost Walsh during which she emphasized her desire that post-tenure/promotion review be primarily geared toward helping experienced faculty members excel in their roles.  


Findings:

A. Faculty performance standards approved and integrated into the Bylaws were developed principally for the purpose of codifying standards for evaluating promotion and tenure applications.  However, those standards quickly became instruments for evaluation of faculty members on an oftentimes annual basis.  University-wide standards in the areas of teaching and service are well-considered and, generally appropriate for both tasks – that is, they are appropriate measuring sticks for assessing the ongoing work conducted by tenured/promoted faculty members as well as the merits of promotion/tenure cases.  Individual programs and departments should retain some discretion over both sets of standards in order to customize elements for their own specific needs.  Individual programs should continue to take the lead in articulating expectations in scholarship and creative activities, consistent with the general standards of their disciplines, and the time and financial resources offered at SOU to complete scholarly/creative projects.  It is appropriate to expect professorial faculty at all ranks to work in both the areas of service and scholarship.  

B. The Task Force finds that the bylaws, and especially the Collective Bargaining Agreement (CBA), provide extensive tools for Chairs and Directors to address deficient professional performance among tenured and promoted faculty members.  Article 5 of the CBA empowers the SOU administration in the area of “developing and implementing a system of faculty evaluations including specific provisions for student participation,” with faculty consultation.  In cases where “a colleague evaluation determines that a faculty members’ performance is deficient … the administration may freeze that individual’s years in rank and salary,” under Article 12.  Article 16 not only defines major, actionable employment violations, but under Section C delineates steps under the heading of “Progressive Discipline” that are meant to address a wide range of potential performance issues.  The steps range from an informal meeting with a faculty member, to an “Oral Reprimand,” to a “Written Reprimand,” to more severe sanctions, and culminate with an “Investigatory Suspension.”  The various levels outlined indicates that Article 16 remedies are available to help correct faculty performance deficiencies in cases well short of the “most egregious.”  It also empowers the SOU administration, including Division Directors, to meet with and provide feedback to faculty members on their performance.  The Task Force finds nothing in the Bylaws or the CBA that would inhibit a Chair from providing performance feedback or suggestions to faculty members.  

C. The Task Force is unable to corroborate the Division Directors’ assertion that there is a systemic problem whereby Colleague Evaluation Committees are not holding colleagues accountable for poor performance.  The Task Force finds that robust colleague evaluations constitute the most useful and appropriate instrument for evaluating tenured and promoted faculty members.  


Recommendations:

1. The Task Force concludes that it is appropriate to expect professorial faculty at all ranks to work actively in both the areas of service and scholarship/creative activities, and recommends that the Senate revise the Bylaws to codify this expectation.  Any new Bylaw language must recognize that such efforts will not be consistent over the career of any given faculty member.  Scholarly/creative production is likely to be limited when a faculty member takes on a major leadership position, such as serving as Program or Faculty Senate Chair.  Conversely, service and leadership commitments beyond the program level are likely to be limited when a faculty member is making a significant push to complete a major scholarly or creative project.  Acceptable performance in both categories over reasonable spans of time – perhaps five years – should be expected.  The Task Force’s endorsement of this recommendation is contingent upon the Senate also adopting Recommendation 2.  

Rationale: Professorial faculty members are hired to complete work in the areas of teaching, service, and scholarship.  It is reasonable to expect that they continue working in each those areas over the course of their careers.  

2. The Task Force recommends that departments and programs be given the option of creating a new set of scholarship/creative activity expectations for tenured professorial faculty members to be used for the purpose of assessing acceptable performance, that is more flexible than the criteria used for tenure and promotion decisions.  The Task Force recommends that the Senate amend the Bylaws accordingly.  

Rationale: Tenure offers the opportunity for faculty members to experiment within their disciplines.  While some departments and programs may want untenured faculty to demonstrate particular competencies established through the production of traditional scholarly products (journal articles, for example), they may desire to permit greater flexibility in the scholarly/creative contributions of established, tenured faculty members.  The standards for promotion and tenure do not need to be the same as the standards for ongoing employment as a tenured faculty member.  

3. Given the progressive options for addressing faculty performance deficiencies enumerated in Article 16 of the CBA, which is itself the product of an agreement between the SOU administration and AP:SOU, the Task Force finds no reason for the Senate to create new and essentially duplicative tools.  We recommend that in cases where Directors have a concern about an individual faculty member, that they initiate an informal meeting with that faculty member, their Chair, and an AP:SOU accompanist (if desired by the faculty member).  The Task Force takes to heart Provost Walsh’s assertion that SOU’s processes for addressing deficient performance should be geared toward helping faculty members meet expectations and ultimately excel in their positions rather than toward punitive measures whenever possible.  Under current policy, Directors are empowered to provide feedback on FPARs and Colleague Evaluations, and to meet with faculty members regarding their professional performance and accomplishments.  Chairs and Directors should do so.  In cases where deficiencies persist, Article 16 outlines additional steps that Directors may take to ensure quality performance among the faculty, while also providing necessary due process protections for faculty members.  A negative Colleague Evaluation is not necessary under the CBA for Directors to address perceived performance issues with faculty members.  

Rationale: The Task Force agrees that SOU can only operate effectively when everyone is fulfilling their responsibilities.  To the extent that there are faculty members on campus who are falling short, there are substantial existing authorities that can be used to address issues in constructive ways.  Those authorities should be utilized.  

4. Bylaw 5.361 empowers Chairs to schedule a Colleague Evaluation “[s]hould concerns arise regarding the performance of a tenured faculty member or a faculty member on a three-year extendable appointment,” outside of the five-year schedule.  The Task Force recommends that Chairs who have concerns about a colleague’s performance exercise this authority and utilize the Colleague Evaluation process.  The Colleague Evaluation is the instrument best-suited for diagnosing performance issues and providing faculty members guidance for corrective actions.  

Rationale: Some Chairs report that they have experienced problems with underperforming tenured faculty members and are either unsure how to proceed, or do not believe that there is any mechanism to compel a change in professional behavior.  The Colleague Evaluation provides the opportunity to diagnose problems and offer a path to remedy deficiencies.  Bylaw 5.373 and Article 16 of the CBA offer enforcement mechanisms.  Notwithstanding the need for enforcement, a Colleague Evaluation is able to chart a corrective path, and the action is consistent with the Provost’s objective to provide support to faculty members at all ranks.  

5. Directors assert that there are cases where they possess evidence of unsatisfactory professional performance by faculty members that is not egregious, but that nonetheless needs to be addressed in ways that the current Bylaws do not facilitate.  Though the Task Force identified tools sufficient to address performance issues in the existing Bylaws and CBA, members conclude that the Colleague Evaluation remains the best available instrument by which to evaluate faculty members.  Consequently, the Task Force recommends that the Senate amend the Bylaws to empower Division Directors to prepare a memorandum directing the relevant Chair to initiate a Colleague Evaluation of a tenured and/or promoted faculty member.  The memorandum shall document the nature and scope of the Director’s concerns, and reference the evidence upon which their assessment is based.  Directors must reference the faculty member’s FPARs (or lack thereof), and their feedback on those FPARs, as part of their explanation of deficient performance.  Evidence shall be forwarded from the Director to the Chair for evaluation by the Colleague Evaluation Committee.  

Rationale: This proposed Bylaw amendment keeps primary responsibility for faculty evaluation with faculty colleagues who are best positioned to assess performance and outline steps necessary to elevate substandard work.  It also provides Directors with a new tool to initiate that process outside of the usual five-year window in cases where they have compelling evidence of deficient performance.  

6. The Task Force recommends new Bylaw language be inserted in 5.345 stating that “In cases where concerns about performance exist, Chairs and Directors shall provide written feedback on FPARs within three months of receipt.”  

Rationale: If concerns exist on the basis of FPARs, they must be memorialized by Chairs and Directors to provide faculty members the opportunity to respond and to rectify the issue(s).  

7. The Task Force recommends that a future Directors & Chairs meeting discuss management of faculty evaluations and processes for addressing deficient performance in an effort to establish best practices.  

Rationale: Some Chairs expressed comfort that existing instruments are sufficient to correct performance problems within the faculty, while others did not.  The proposed meeting’s objective would be to develop collectively best practices that conform to the Bylaws and the CBA.  
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