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The Committee on Faculty Affairs began its study of the issue of the use of external review in promotions decisions in Fall, 2003 as part of its work to align the tenure and promotions documents.  In draft documents in Spring, 2005 and in December, 2006, CFA recommended the mandatory use of external review for promotion applicants.  Each time, CFA later rescinded its recommendation in response to objections from faculty. In April 2007, the Faculty Senate called for the creation of a joint Senate/CFA ad hoc subcommittee to recommend policy and procedures for external review of scholarship and creative activity in the promotion process. Accordingly, nine faculty members with disparate views were appointed to the committee.  
The Committee on External Review (CER) was charged with investigating best practices in external review of scholarship and creative activity and with determining whether external review should be a required part of the promotion process at The College of New Jersey.  Accordingly the committee met in early summer and throughout the fall to review the literature, to talk with current and former chairs of the College Promotions Committee (CPC) and the Council of Deans, to solicit input from department chairs via a survey, and to interview promotion committee members and other faculty members at peer institutions.

I.  Overall Findings and Recommendation
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.

CER has found that there are many additional advantages (itemized below in Section II) to using a system of external review.  Moreover, as we discuss in Section III, we found that the current optional system is ineffective in identifying candidates who need external reviews, is problematic for those called upon to evaluate promotions applications, and is somewhat biased against candidates who do not use external review.

For these reasons, the Committee recommends that the use of external reviews be required for all candidates for associate and full professor beginning in the spring of 2010.  
We suggest this date in order to give the campus significant time to transition to the new system. This will allow candidates who have not expected to undergo external review time to apply for promotion without external reviews or time to prepare for the new requirement.    This will also give the College time to adjust to its new promotions standards and to think about how external review will support these standards. 
We feel that expectations on faculty should be consistent throughout their careers; thus it is important that external review be used in both promotion decisions.  However, we expect that the two levels of review will be fundamentally different.  At the associate professor level, we seek an evaluation that is primarily formative in nature and focuses on the quality of the candidate's scholarly/creative/professional activity and promise for future work.  At the full professor level, we seek an evaluation that is primarily summative and focuses on the quality of the candidate's scholarly accomplishments and maturation of the scholarly/creative/professional record.
It is important to note that this recommendation should have no bearing on the standards for promotion. The letters are meant to inform, not determine, the promotion decision.  It would be inconsistent with TCNJ's mission to give the letters the final word in our process. Specifically, the letters should not replace department and college standards for scholarship.  Rather, they should be used to help decide whether a candidate has met them.

II. Advantages of External Review
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.
III. Problems with the Optional System
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.  Departmental custom seems to be the primary factor in the decision whether to use external review; nonetheless the view that applicants with a strong scholarly record use external review and candidates with a weaker record do not is widespread.  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. 

IV. Concerns Voiced by the Campus
In substantive discussions with deans and other academic leaders, CER found many of the same concerns raised in testimony before CFA during the period 2003 – 2007 continue to exist.  There are mixed opinions about the utility of external reviews, as they generally tend to confirm the evidence presented elsewhere in the application. Thus one could argue that the system is not helpful and wastes both time and resources.  Some faculty believe that the promotions process is perceived as being arbitrary and overly critical; thus requiring external reviews would only contribute to the sense that the process is an administrative gauntlet.  Others contend that the campus is still working to adapt to the teacher-scholar model and new departmental disciplinary standards; they warn that introducing external review now might distract us from those efforts. Still others are concerned that external reviewers are unable to evaluate TCNJ faculty scholarship in the context of a primarily undergraduate institution with a 3-3 teaching load.

CER has been mindful of these concerns throughout its research and deliberations.  Its recommendation to require external review of all promotion candidates comes from the belief that 1) the benefits of the process  outweigh its potential problems and 2) that a carefully designed system can mitigate many of the concerns our colleagues have raised.
V. External Reviews and TCNJ’s Peer Group
The Committee spent considerable time learning about the external review procedures at the following schools:  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.

Our discussions with representatives from these colleges and universities revealed overwhelming support for the value of external reviews.  


· Outside letters for promotion were mandatory at 75% of the schools surveyed. Even where optional, the letters were common.  Nearly all of the people we interviewed felt that the letters played an important role in the promotion application. 
· When asked if requiring external letters was worth the resources devoted to them, 81% of our contacts said yes. The most common benefits they mentioned were that the letters helped the promotion committee make a more informed decision and helped the committee evaluate the candidate’s contribution to the field.  
· Other benefits were mentioned as well.  The letters translated highly-specialized fields of research, evaluated academic journals, and identified vanity-press publications.  They checked departmental biases and cronyism and removed campus politics from the decision.  They helped departments persuade the institution of a candidate's worth and helped faculty throughout the college appreciate their colleagues' work.  Our contacts told us that the external review process had raised internal expectations, provided an incentive for associate professors, and were a vital part of faculty development.  The process publicized the institution's name and ensured that its faculty had a national reputation. 

We discovered that the process for selecting, soliciting, and handling external reviews varied widely at these institutions.  


· There was little consensus about the amount of influence the candidate should have on the list of reviewers.  In general, the candidate creates a list of potential reviewers and/or has an opportunity to object to the inclusion of certain names on the list. It is rare for the list to be completely candidate-generated.  Departments and/ or deans frequently contribute lists of their own. The number of required external reviewers range from 1 to as many as 10. The median and mode practice was to require 3-4 outside letters. 

· Reviewers were typically given 1-4 months to complete reviews. Two-thirds of all schools paid no honorarium; the four who did pay offered $100-$250.The standard practice at most schools was to ask reviewers only to consider a candidate's scholarship.  Some schools also ask reviewers to evaluate a candidate's professional activities and contributions. 

· Typically the contents of the letters were made available in some form to the candidate.  At roughly half the schools, candidates did not know the names of their reviewers.  

Several of our contacts warned that letters had to be taken with a grain of salt.  While some schools view the letters as playing a decisive role in tenure and promotions, others acknowledged the need to read them with a sense of perspective.  Several respondents suggested that the value of the contribution depended on the quality of the letter and how attentive reviewers were to the charge.  

VI. External Reviews and the Literature
The Committee also researched the scholarship on external review, most of which was published ten years ago and focused on improving the procedures associated with external review rather than its merits.  


The literature offered a range of conclusions and recommendations:

· As of ten years ago, external review was a standard practice for promotion and tenure cases at PhD granting institutions.

· At that time, the number of colleges using external review was quite limited but growing.

· Colleges need to design the process carefully to avoid the undue influence of candidates, departments, or administrators.  

· Some readers will interpret the reviews simply to confirm their own inclinations and biases.    

· Because external reviews are generally positive, some readers discount them.  

· Reviews are most helpful when the reviewers have received clear instructions, clear standards for evaluation, and clear benchmarks.

· Securing a reviewer's confidentiality results in more candid and informative reviews.   

VII. Recommendations for Implementation

The process of obtaining external reviews should be standardized across the College.  We recommend that the process include the following:

· Beginning in 2010, each application for associate and full professor should include two external review letters.  Letters obtained through external review should be viable for a period of four years.  All external reviews commissioned by the College should remain a part of the promotion application for the entire four year period.
· In order to ensure a broad perspective on the candidate’s work, two lists of possible reviewers should be generated, one by the candidate and one by the department.  The appropriate Dean should select one reviewer from each list. 
· External review letters should not come from any party who has an interest in the faculty member’s advancement.  Letters from former teachers and students are not permitted.  We recommend that the College adopt the National Science Foundation's Conflict of Interest standards that define an acceptable reviewer, which preclude reviews by relatives or household members of the candidate; former thesis advisors or thesis students of the candidate; individuals with whom the candidate has collaborated within the past four years; individuals with whom the candidate has a financial relationship; individuals for whom the candidate’s spouse, parents, or dependent children work; and individuals who have employed  the candidate within the past 12 months. 
·  In order to receive full and candid responses, TCNJ should adopt a system of modified blind reviews.  The names of reviewers should be kept confidential.   Candidates should have access to the contents of reviews after they have been stripped of identifying markers.  
· Candidates should have the opportunity to respond to their external reviews in a separate document attached to the review. 
· Although it was not standard practice at many of our peer institutions, the committee felt that TCNJ should pay a $250 honorarium to each person who has completed an external review. Completing an external review is burdensome.  Several of the people we interviewed told us that reviewers provide more thorough and thoughtful responses if they receive an honorarium.   
· Departments, Deans, and the CPC should be instructed how to use external reviews.  The letters are meant to inform, not determine, the promotion decision.  It would be inconsistent with TCNJ's mission to give the letters the final word in our process. Specifically, the letters should not replace department and college standards for scholarship.  Rather, they should be used to help decide whether a candidate has met them.
· External reviewers should only evaluate a candidate's scholarship.  In cases where that scholarship is the result of collaboration with students, the candidate may choose to indicate this.

· Reviewers should be instructed to evaluate the quality and promise of the candidate's work.  We neither seek a recommendation for promotion nor ask whether the candidate would be promoted at the reviewer's institution.
· CFA should develop a list of targeted questions for external reviewers that clearly guides the task. The questions for candidates for associate and full professor should vary according to the different  goals of each review.
· CER had a number of discussions regarding the value of sending departmental standards to reviewers along with the candidate’s materials.  The document would help the reviewer understand expectations at TCNJ; however it could also lead reviewers to give an opinion as to whether a candidate deserves promotion.  CFA will need to discuss this issue further.

· If they are permitted at all, letters that the candidate has personally solicited should be filed in an appendix to the application and labeled as such.  
VIII. Recommendations for Further Study
In its discussions 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 promotions 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.  
This Committee strongly recommends that the Steering Committee direct CFA to study the tenure process at TCNJ.  In that study, CFA will want to explore a variety of methods for strengthening the tenure system for future hires to make it more consistent with the promotions process.
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