April 10, 2009
Report from CFA on the Use of External Review in the Promotions Process
The Committee on Faculty Affairs (CFA) has been considering the issue of how to use external review in the Promotions process. In our discussions and deliberations, we have relied on the Preliminary Report of Dec. 7, 2007 prepared by the joint Senate/CFA Ad Hoc Committee on External Review (CER); and on the preliminary documents prepared by the CFA subcommittees on External Review in Spring 2008 and Fall 2008. 
Recommendations
1. We endorse the recommendation of the CER that the current version of the optional system of external review should be eliminated for all candidates applying for reappointment or promotion.
2. We endorse the recommendation of the CER that external review should be mandatory for all candidates seeking promotion to Professor beginning with those who plan to apply for promotion in Fall 2011. 
Our recommendations for the process to be used for candidates seeking promotion to Professor are outlined in our suggested revisions to Appendix IV of the TCNJ Promotions and Reappointment Document, and in the template of the letter to be sent to potential reviewers, both of which are included with this report.
3. In opposition to the recommendation of the CER, we recommend that external review not be expected for any candidate seeking promotion to Associate Professor in normal circumstances. In exceptional cases, however, a candidate might deem it beneficial to utilize external review, and may petition the departmental PRC to include it.
4. We recommend that external reviewers should perform this function as a service to the profession and not receive honoraria or other tangible compensation.

5. Although it is outside the scope of this charge, we strongly encourage a process of external review to be incorporated into any new faculty mentoring system.
Rationale

Recommendation 1:  The rationale for elimination of the optional system of External Review for use in the promotions process can be found in the Preliminary Report of the CER Section III: Problems with the Optional System which is directly quoted here: 

Our research suggests that faculty tend to seek external review according to school and departmental tradition.  This practice is not effective.   Some candidates resent being pressured to use external review simply because of convention.  Other candidates feel that, in order to get promoted, they need to resist departmental custom and secure external letters for their application.  The uncertainty and anxiety created by this system is lamentable. Finally, if the option of using external review was originally meant to help borderline candidates, the system has not met its objective.   Members of the CPC tell us that outside letters would help evaluate otherwise borderline candidates who have not, on their own, sought external reviews.

The College’s use of its optional system is problematic for those called upon to evaluate promotions applications, especially the CPC.  While some applications include external reviews, others do not; thus the CPC in particular is forced to evaluate substantially different applications.  Some candidates have begun substituting privately solicited "letters of recommendation" for the review letters commissioned by department chairs – a practice that former chairs of the CPC have described as distracting. Some of these chairs indicated that they would rather have no external letters than a mismatched collection of "optional" ones. 
These inconsistencies compromise the fairness and objectivity that the College expects from the promotions process.  Our conversations with different campus constituencies lead us to suspect that, despite the best intentions of evaluators, the promotions process may be systemically biased against faculty who do not use external review.  Though departmental custom seems to be the primary factor in the decision whether to use external review, a view on campus is that applicants with a strong scholarly record use external review and candidates with a weaker record do not.  We have no way of determining whether this bias is strong enough to affect promotions decisions, but we do believe that it threatens the integrity of the process.
Recommendation 2:  The criteria for promotion to the rank of Professor specifically require maturation of the candidate’s scholarly/creative/professional activity. Reports from experts close to the candidate’s own field are needed to assist in the evaluation of maturity. Additionally, external review is widely recognized as an important tool in the promotions process in institutions of higher education, and has widespread national use. The CER reported that 75% of the schools they surveyed
 have a mandatory system of external review, and that virtually all the representatives from these schools that they interviewed felt that the letters played an important role in the promotions process. Further rationale for a mandatory system of External Review for Promotion to Professor can be found in the Preliminary Report of the CER Section I: Overall Findings and Recommendation and Section II: Advantages of External Review which are directly quoted here.

From Section I:  The Committee found that external review of scholarship has been an important component of the promotions process at TCNJ and its peer institutions.  Though external reviews rarely determine the outcome of promotions decisions at TCNJ, they have been valuable to both candidates and members of the CPC.  The use of external reviews at TCNJ and its peer institutions is particularly helpful for candidates who come from small departments, who work in specialized fields within their discipline, who work across disciplines, or who engage in the creative and performing arts. External review has also been helpful for faculty whose research may initially appear to be limited.  All of these candidates have depended on external review to clarify the quality and impact of work that would otherwise be lost on their well-meaning colleagues.  To eliminate external review would be a grave disservice to such faculty.

From Section II: The Committee has found multiple benefits for external review which we believe will foster a more fair and transparent environment.  The letters will give departments more explanatory power in making a case for their candidates, thereby strengthening the department’s voice in the promotion process.  They will help everyone who reviews the applications make better informed decisions.  External reviews add another voice to the process, one that presumably will be free of campus politics and bureaucratic pressure to limit the number of promotions for fiscal reasons. We see external review as benefitting candidates whose expertise may be unknown or whose conclusions may be unpopular.  These letters can be helpful in professional development, for they provide faculty with the opportunity to have their entire body of work thoughtfully reviewed by peers.  Knowing they will participate in external review will help faculty think about the trajectory of their career.

Our research indicates that the College itself will benefit from a system of required external review.  Through the promotions process, the College will gain insight into the impact of its faculty’s scholarly and creative work.  External review will counterbalance the sense that TCNJ is a singular or “exceptional” institution by bringing its policies in line with other highly-competitive colleges dedicated to undergraduate education. The process will expose the work of TCNJ faculty to scholars around the world and will thus help build the College’s reputation. Finally, in a period of heavy fiscal scrutiny by the state, external review will help the College justify its promotion decisions through greater transparency.

Recommendation 3:  We do not recommend that TCNJ require external reviews in the process of promoting candidates to Associate Professor because we do not recommend that TCNJ prioritize promotion to Associate Professor as more important to the institution than the granting of tenure. The unusual processes and timeline that TCNJ follows for tenure and promotion to Associate Professor are confusing for most outside reviewers and make it difficult for them to evaluate candidates at this level. With a campus-wide committee and more stringent criteria than the tenure process, the process of promotion to Associate Professor is already more heavily scrutinized than the process of granting tenure to a candidate, and adding another level of review will further increase that imbalance.
As noted in the Preliminary Report of the CER (Section VIII: Recommendations for Further Study, p. 6), “In its discussion with faculty at other institutions, members of the committee were repeatedly advised that external reviews are much more valuable in tenure decisions than they are for promotion. Virtually all of the literature we studied on the topic focused on tenure, which is clearly the most significant decision a college makes about its faculty. The preponderance of this theme alerted us to the imbalance between TCNJ’s tenure and promotion systems. Specifically, the absence of a college-wide tenure committee ensures that candidates for promotion receive much greater scrutiny than candidates for tenure. The use of external reviews would only widen the disparity between the two systems.”

In exceptional cases, however, a candidate applying for promotion to Associate Professor might deem it beneficial to include external reviews. The request to use external review must be made by the candidate in the form of a written request to the PRC citing a clear rationale. Circumstances in which external review for promotion to Associate Professor would be appropriate will vary. Some instances might include cases where the candidate’s discipline is too narrow, too unusual, or too interdisciplinary to allow internal evaluation of the scholarly/creative/professional record, or when the candidate’s scholarly/creative/professional activity is manifested in unusual ways that might not be easily evaluated internally, or when the candidate has collaborated extensively with other faculty at TCNJ.
Recommendation 4: CFA recognizes that providing an external review is a time-consuming process and that not all appropriate reviewers will provide a timely and thorough report without compensation. Nonetheless, of the schools surveyed by the CER (Footnote 1), only four paid honoraria, all of them small amounts ranging from $100-250. The rest paid no honorarium at all. CFA believes that a small honorarium provides little incentive for a reviewer, and that a large one ($500+) would be an unnecessary expense, since most reviewers expect little or no compensation and do not base their decision solely on financial concerns.
Recommendation 5:  CFA strongly supports and endorses the value of formative external review as a way to provide feedback and support to a candidate approaching mid-career. Because external review can provide the kind of evaluation of a candidate’s scholarly/creative/professional activity that an internal process at TCNJ usually cannot, we encourage and support the idea that external review at a stage of career earlier than at the time of application for promotion to Professor is beneficial and worthwhile for every faculty member. We strongly encourage that a process of external review similar to the one we outlined for candidates seeking promotion to Professor be put into place as part of a possible faculty mentoring program, which could be nested within the planned campus-wide ‘Teaching and Learning Center’ initiative. For example, a mentoring program for tenured faculty could encourage faculty to use an external review of scholarship to provide formative feedback in an effort to develop one’s scholarship/creative/professional activity.  Under such a model, a faculty member could consult with his or her mentor to identify one or more professionals to conduct a formative review and to determine the best time to seek such feedback.  The reviewer’s feedback would be used only for faculty development in this model.
� These include many determined by Academic Affairs to be TCNJ’s peer institutions: Babson, Brandeis, Bucknell, Colgate, Hamilton, Ithaca, Knox, Lake Forest, Lehigh, Mary Washington, Middlebury, New College of South Florida, Ramapo, Richmond, Rowan, SUNY-Geneseo, Swarthmore, Union, Villanova, Wesleyan, William and Mary, and William Paterson.
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