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Committee on Faculty Affairs

Report on SOSA Review
May 20, 2008

Introduction

In response to its charge to conduct a 3-year review of SOSA policies and procedures, the Committee on Faculty Affairs (CFA) has held several discussions with the current Chair of SOSA and a recent past Chair of SOSA (both CFA members); formed a subcommittee to conduct an in-depth exploration of current SOSA practices; created an online survey through which all faculty were invited to evaluate the current SOSA process. Based on the feedback received from these sources, CFA then prepared a draft report with recommendations for revisions to the SOSA process, and questions for further discussion.  This draft report was distributed to the entire faculty, who were invited send their comments to CFA, and to attend an open forum for all faculty to discuss these recommendations.
The purpose of this document is twofold:

1. To report on the issues and concerns about current SOSA practices that were identified through these preliminary discussions; through our analysis of the survey results (details from the survey are presented in Appendices A and B); and through the faculty open forum (highlights of the open forum are presented in Appendix C).
2. To offer recommendations for revised SOSA policies and procedures.

Reaffirming the importance of the SOSA program

The SOSA program contributes to the teacher-scholar model at TCNJ by providing modest course release for faculty members whose scholarly and creative program expand beyond the level designated by MOA 62.  Survey respondents who have had SOSA awards attest that the award has enabled them to work on their scholarship throughout the year and has increased their productivity.

All full-time faculty members are eligible to apply for SOSA awards.  Potential candidates should not be discouraged from applying for awards because of a Department or School’s staffing concerns.  Department Chairs and Deans should encourage their faculty to apply for SOSA awards. 

Increase in number of FTEs supported

We advocate a gradual increase in the number of awards.  Each year, applications deemed worthy of funding do not get awards.  The differential cutoff score between those who receive and those who do not receive awards is usually in the 1/100s. 

We also believe that an increased number of awards will encourage more applications from faculty members who are restarting their scholarship.  There was some sentiment among survey respondents that the limited number of awards discourages applications from faculty restarting scholarly programs, or from those who have been turned down for awards in the past. 

We note that with high scholarship expectations on junior faculty, almost all new faculty members apply for a SOSA award.  This trend will continue to make SOSA more competitive, increasing the number of qualified applicants who do not receive funding.  A phased increase in awards will offer increased support to new faculty members and faculty who are restarting their scholarship.  Both of these constituencies are named in the SOSA document as important to a developing teacher-scholar culture at TCNJ.

Length and flexibility of award

CFA has undertaken lengthy discussions concerning the potential benefits and drawbacks to changing the length of awards.  It was clear from the survey that the application process is perceived to be very cumbersome for an award of only one course.  Discussion at the open forum revealed that most of the faculty present favor a one-tier system that grants a two-year award to all successful applicants.

We suggest, therefore, that all awards change to two courses over two years.  Scholarship and creative activity are slow processes and a longer award period reflects this.  Further, increasing award length will significantly reduce the burden on the SOSA committee and on the applicants.  This new system will need to be phased in, so as not to penalize new faculty or those restarting their scholarship programs.

We are recommending increased flexibility in how sustained grant awardees arrange their schedules.  For example, awardees may take two course releases in one semester, if they have legitimate rationale for doing so.  This must be done, of course, in consultation with the Department Chair and Dean, and will only be awarded if this request is not in conflict with programmatic needs.  However, awardees are guaranteed one course release per year, and Department Chairs must honor the award.

In the case of a sabbatical during the tenure of a SOSA multi-year award, the awardee forfeits SOSA in the year that a sabbatical is taken.  This means one of the two courses in a two-year award is forfeited if a sabbatical is to be taken during one of the years.  Therefore a two-year award may NOT be moved forward to take both semesters in the first year if a sabbatical application is being submitted. This is the current policy, and CFA is not recommending changes to it.
CFA also recommends that a faculty member denied reappointment or tenure will lose his/her SOSA award for the final year of employment.
Weighting process in SOSA review
CFA recommends that the SOSA rubric change to reflect a 50-50 weighting of two major categories: strength of proposal and qualifications of applicant.  Strength of the proposal would include coherence of plan and contribution of project to broader scholarly/creative field.  Qualifications of applicant include scope of recognition (awards, invitations, etc.), quality of activities (venues for publications and presentations) and productivity.  It must be stressed that qualifications of applicant are evaluated relative to the applicant’s career stage and other circumstances explained by the applicant, such as employment outside of academia.  We also recommend that the committee adopt a 10-point scale to score and rank applications, similar to the scale employed in the new sabbatical process.

Developing a better feedback system

The survey results reveal dissatisfaction in the feedback process.  A spring meeting between the Chair of SOSA and unsuccessful applicants has not been satisfying for either participant.  Several unsuccessful applicants reported that the feedback received at this preliminary meeting was not helpful.  Instead, a spring meeting could include a suggestion by the Chair to get in touch with a mentor to help with the next application round.  
We recommend that former SOSA committee members voluntarily serve as mentors to applicants who are seeking guidance in preparing their application.  CFA believes that it is too burdensome for SOSA committee members to provide written feedback to each applicant.  However, we recommend that candidates receive their scores and the cutoff number for awards.  This information should be included in the award letter from the Provost.  Unsuccessful applicants should also be informed that they have a right to a meeting with the current Chair of SOSA, whose contact information should be included in the letter.  The letter may also contain a suggestion that the candidate request a mentor.  
We also recommend that the SOSA committee develop and publish a rubric for the evaluation of applications, which can be shared as part of the feedback process.

Administrative issues

Student assistant support

With a reduction in the staff at Academic Affairs and in the Academic Grants office, the SOSA committee has been burdened with more administrative work.  We recommend that a student assistant be assigned to the SOSA committee to create and maintain the website, to assist with paperwork and to coordinate with Academic Affairs the tabulation of results.

Dean’s signature

We recommend dropping the requirement that applicants obtain their Dean’s signature, which was new to the 2007-08 application.  We believe that the requirement to secure the Dean’s signature added an unnecessary step in the application process.  Failure to get the Dean’s signature was the number-one reason for unsuccessful applications this year (nine applicants failed to complete this step).  However, we agree that the Deans should be informed of the applications from their Schools.  Academic Affairs will send each Dean a list of applicants in the fall and a list of successful awardees in the spring.  
Role of the SOSA Chair
We discussed the possibility of the Chair of SOSA receiving a course release in order to be a more effective supporter of scholarship in the faculty.  A course release could enable the Chair to oversee and participate in a stronger mentoring process; to encourage more faculty to apply for SOSA (currently, only ¼ to ⅓ of faculty apply); and to work more closely with academic leaders to promote scholarship on campus. 

Conversion to a paperless system

Each year the SOSA committee discusses whether it should move to a paperless system. Some SOSA committee members have been resistant to this because they feel that the nature of the applications, and the process of discussing each application, necessitates a paper copy.  A paperless application would merely shift to each committee member the burden of printing applications.  CFA believes that this issue merits serious consideration.  Through the use of SOCS for submission of applications and Form Genie for the review process, a paperless system could be put into place.  Such a system would also facilitate more comprehensive reporting of feedback to applicants.
Creation of a SOSA website
CFA recommends that a website be created as a resource for those interested in the SOSA process.  The website should have the following information:

· Detailed description of the process by which the SOSA committee evaluates proposals

· Rubric (and sample score sheet) used by the committee

· Application materials

· Timeline of award process

· Sample successful applications

· FAQs

· Statistics – number of total applications and awards; percentage of awards by School; percentage of awards by rank; etc.

· Rotating highlights of work by SOSA recipients

· List of available mentors 

We believe this will make the process more transparent.  Availability of statistics will also help allay perceptions that certain Schools or faculty ranks fare better than others.  Placing sample successful applications online will alleviate problems that faculty members have encountered with retrieving these materials from library reserves.  We also want to celebrate the achievement of our College’s top scholars, and could use the website to feature the work of SOSA awardees.

Recognition of the SOSA committee and SOSA awardees 

The three-year term of SOSA committee membership is among the most time-consuming service contributions in our governance structure.  However, the work of SOSA committee members is most likely to only be recognized by unsuccessful SOSA applicants.  CFA recommends that the SOSA committee members and new SOSA awardees be invited to a SOSA recognition reception to celebrate the scholarly achievements of current recipients.  We also recommend a brown-bag lunch series, supported by the Schools and by Academic Affairs, that highlights the scholarship and creative activity supported by SOSA. 

Appendix A: SOSA Faculty Feedback Survey

Summary of Statistics from Survey Responses

Feedback on the SOSA program was solicited from the faculty both through an online survey, developed by CFA and administered from March 20, 2008 through April 5, 2008, via the Form Genie application.  This section reports on the survey results.  An invitation for participation and two reminder requests were sent through campus email to Faculty-L, a listserv that includes 344 TCNJ faculty.  As an alternative to participating in the survey, faculty members were also invited to email comments about the SOSA process directly to members of CFA.
There were 94 responses to the survey, a participation rate of approximately 27%.  Self-identified respondents included 31% Full Professors, 33% Associate Professors, 32% Assistant Professors, and 2% Librarians.  The current composition of the TCNJ faculty is 24% Full Professors, 31% Associate Professors, 41% Assistant professors, and 4% Librarians.  Most faculty self-reported their affiliation (92 respondents) with the following representation:  

Survey Respondent Affiliation and Response Rate

	School
	Respondent

Affiliation
	Overall TCNJ

Faculty Affiliation

(rounded)
	Response Rate within School Faculty Population (self-reported affiliation)

	School of the Arts & Communication
	10%
	8%
	32%

	School of Business
	9%
	10%
	24%

	School of Culture & Society
	40%
	33%
	32%

	School of Education
	15%
	14%
	29%

	School of Engineering
	3%
	6%
	14%

	School of Nursing, Health, and Exercise Science
	2%
	5%
	11%

	School of Science
	21%
	19%
	29%

	Library
	2%
	4%
	15%


Faculty respondents have provided a broad spectrum of years of service to the College.  Of those faculty choosing to respond to the question regarding the number of years served (88/94):  28% have served 0-5 years; 20% 6-10 years; 26% 11-15 years; and 18% 16 years and above.

Half of the survey participants applied for a SOSA award in Fall 2007, and 81% (76 responding faculty) have applied for a SOSA award during 2002-2007.  Success in receiving SOSA awards was achieved by most responding faculty, with the following breakdown from 88 responses (93%):

Level of Support from SOSA during 2002-2007

	One annual award
	18%

	Two annual awards
	17%

	Three annual awards
	13%

	Four annual awards
	3%

	Five annual awards
	6%

	One sustained (3 year) award
	17%

	Two sustained (3 year) awards
	12%

	Other
	2%

	No award granted
	5%


SOSA awards were “regularly received” during the past five years as reported by 49% of the responding faculty, and “sometimes received” by 22% of the faculty, with 29% of the faculty not responding to the question.  More than half of the faculty respondents (51%) applied for sustained (three-year) awards.  However, only 23% of the respondents received a sustained award.  Annual awards were given to 19% of respondents who had requested sustained awards, and 9% received no award.  A majority of faculty reported that they were satisfied with a two-tier system of annual and sustained awards:  69% satisfied, 3% other, and 28% no response.  Keeping a two-tier system was rated the highest priority strategy by 48% of respondents, with 29% reporting that an automatic SOSA release for new faculty should be supported.

Respondents who did not apply for a SOSA award in Fall 2007 reported that having a sustained award (17%) was the primary reason for not submitting a current proposal.   Only 5% of respondents chose not to apply due to external grant funding support.  Unsuccessful applications in the past led some faculty (12%) to not apply this academic year.  Over 7% of faculty indicated they were too busy to prepare the application.  No one reported being discouraged by the Chair or Dean.

When a SOSA proposal was not successful, only 13% of respondents asked for feedback from the SOSA Committee.  Instituting a stronger feedback system has received considerable attention by CFA.  A majority of faculty (57%) were assisted in preparing their proposals by the sample proposals on reserve in the Library.  About 54% of respondents found the RFP helpful in preparing their applications, and 26% were assisted by the September SOSA Forum.  Mentoring by SOSA Committee members was helpful to 13% of faculty respondents.  Twelve percent of faculty received some other type of resources useful in proposal preparation.  Most faculty (70%) found the RFP instructions clear and helpful.

More than half of the faculty respondents (56%) believe that SOSA is awarded fairly.  For those who believe there is inequity, 30% have the perception that certain Schools and/or Departments fare better than others.  Additionally, 17% of respondents believe that faculty who are attempting to restart a research program are insufficiently supported.  Some faculty believe that higher or lower ranked faculty are favored in the award process (5% for each).

Regarding the review process for SOSA applications, less than half of the respondents (47%) think the current rubric for evaluation is appropriate.  Broad follow-up responses have led CFA to address and recommend a new approach. 
Appendix B: SOSA Faculty Feedback Survey
Summary of Comments from Survey Responses

Many individuals offered thoughtful comments as part of their survey responses.  While we cannot share all comments here, we provide an overview of the recurring themes.

A number of faculty are choosing not to apply for SOSA support.  For some this was a positive decision, as the faculty members wished to focus more time on teaching or administrative work rather than extra scholarship or were already given release time through grants.  Others felt that applying was not worth the effort for a single course release, which might or might not be granted.

There is extensive dissatisfaction with the lack of a formal feedback system.  Many faculty members asked for more specific feedback and for access to the ratings for their applications. 

Many felt that the RFP was clearly written and helpful.  Others wanted the criteria and standards to be made more transparent.  Several faculty members wanted more help in understanding the standards for sustained awards.

SOSA recipients felt that the award helped them to advance your scholarly or creative work beyond the time supported by our contractual research/scholarly agreement by providing more time to think, to write, to conduct experiments, to undertake complex projects, and to mentor student research.  Two respondents indicated that the time helped them be better prepared for the tenure decision.

Respondents were divided as to the merits of a two-tiered system.  Many were concerned that sustained awards might prevent other faculty from receiving awards.  Several felt that the two-tiered system was appropriate in that different projects require different amounts of time; others felt that it breeds resentment.  Many indicated that all awards should be longer, as the time involved in applying is simply too much for a single course release. Some felt that the two-tiered system is self-perpetuating in that those regularly receiving sustained awards are better able to establish the track-records necessary for obtaining sustained awards. Several felt that more accountability is needed for sustained awards.

Respondents were evenly divided as to how much weight should be given to an applicant’s record of accomplishment and how much to the research proposal itself.  Many felt that placing a greater focus on the research plan would encourage risk-taking and clarify the process.  Many were concerned that the current system of giving the applicant’s record a ⅔ weighting was unfair to junior faculty.  Others felt that the current weighting is appropriate or too heavily skewed towards the research proposal because past behavior is often a good predictor of future productivity and because judgments about research plans are too subjective, whereas CVs are more fairly compared.

A small minority felt that SOSA decisions should be decentralized, with decision-making at the School level rather than at the College level.

Concern was raised that formatting issues, in particular the requirement of a signature by the Dean, had been given too much weight.

Many felt that the evaluation process needed to be made more transparent.

Respondents were divided as to whether SOSA is an appropriate tool for supporting new faculty and for supporting faculty interested in restarting or refocusing their research agendas.  
Finally, a few respondents suggested that SOSA recipients should give public lectures on their work as a way of promoting intellectual community.
Appendix C: Summary of Comments during Faculty Open Forum on CFA draft Report on SOSA Review
May 13, 2008
The open forum on was well attended by faculty, librarians, and a few Deans.  After an introduction to the SOSA review process and the draft CFA report by CFA Chair Terrence Bennett, comments were solicited on four topics by Michael Robertson, Faculty Senate President.   
· The first topic discussed was length of the award.  After a lengthy discussion on the pros and cons of two-year awards for all, compared to a two-tiered system of  annual and sustained awards (including the current one- and three-year system; a two- and three-year system; or a two- and four-year system), Michael Robertson asked for a sense of the room.  The straw poll confirmed that a strong majority of attendees favored a single award structure of two-year awards.

· Flexibility in arranging when the SOSA award could be applied was discussed.  Many expressed interest in supporting faculty choice in determining how best to structure their work plan.  Three attendees expressed concern about anticipated staffing issues; however, further discussion affirmed the need for the awardee to consult with the Chair and Dean regarding programming needs.  Most attendees agreed that, with planning, it was reasonable to support flexibility of scheduling.

· The third area of discussion focused on the weighting of evaluation criteria used by the SOSA committee for review of proposals.  Much of the discussion was about the use of a timeline in the applicant’s plan of work.  It was emphasized that junior faculty rank very well in the overall process.  Michael Robertson conducted a sense of the room.  An overwhelming majority of attendees favors changing the review rubric to a 50-50 model, with half of the weight focused on the strength of the proposal and half on the qualifications of the applicant (as further described in the CFA report document).

· The opportunity and need for better feedback was discussed, confirming the strong sense that greater transparency would significantly improve the SOSA process.  Attendees were receptive to the opportunity for mentoring by former SOSA members, and for applicants receiving a score reflecting proposal ranking.  It was suggested that the SOSA committee establish and publish a rubric, and that unsuccessful applicants have the opportunity to review the results of their evaluation with the SOSA Chair.

Note that a meeting of the Senate Executive Board was held in advance of the open forum, to conduct a separate evaluation of the CFA draft document.  The endorsements of the Senate Executive Board concur with the consensus from the open forum.
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