
Minutes 
Commission on Faculty Affairs 
October 13, 2000 

Members Present: Leon Geyer, Jackie Davis, Rich Sorensen, Tim Pratt, Deborah Mayo, 
Anne Zajac, Pat Hyer (for Bohland) 

Members Absent: Bill Stephenson, Rick Fell, John Crunkilton, Vanessa Archer, Kamal 
Rojiani, Richard Goff, Don Orth, Richard Cothren, Mimi Lee 

1. Minutes of 9-22-00 were approved electronically and forwarded to University 
Council. 

2. Department head review cycle: 
Tim Pratt presented a statement of the issue and a possible strategy for addressing it. In 
brief, the concern is that the requirement to obtain agreement or signatures of one-third of 
the faculty in order to trigger an early review of the department head's performance may 
be a high risk strategy for faculty members who may fear retaliation or retribution in 
some way for initiating the effort. The subcommittee proposed a very brief, 3 or 4 
question, annual survey of faculty members which would be completed anonymously. 
The commission discussed the pros and cons of the approach — anonymous feedback (at 
least in the case of student evaluations) is sometimes not very helpful, yet anonymity 
appears to be an important feature; the proposed questions as stated appeared to be 
problematic and needed revision to be more specific; annual surveys may be a good idea, 
but they may also be time consuming to implement. Members shared widely varying 
experiences in their colleges about how feedback on department head performance is 
conveyed to the dean. In the College of Business, Dean Sorensen meets periodically with 
faculty members in the departments without the head present. In Agriculture, feedback to 
heads and to the deans appears to be relatively easy to accomplish. Commission 
members appeared to favor an annual survey, but perhaps one that might provide more 
specific feedback to the head about things that could be improved, such feedback would 
probably be anonymous. There was also discussion that perhaps the policy requirement 
should be that there be a mechanism for allowing annual feedback from the faculty 
concerning department head performance, but that there be several ways such a 
requirement could be satisfied, such as a survey, meeting with the dean, or other already-
existing and functional arrangements. The chair asked the subcommittee to consider 
further a proposal based on the conversation at the meeting and to suggest 
implementation strategies as well, such as should the survey results go to the head 
directly or to the dean? 

3. Accountability of heads in support of faculty: 
This was the second issue discussed by the subcommittee of Pratt and Orth. A 
concern was raised within the Faculty Senate about the lack of feedback during the 
probationary period and a concern that department heads may be able to exercise 
undue authority in the case of non-reappointment. The description of the problem did 
not ring true based on practices in the colleges represented by members at the 
meeting, raising the possibility that one or more departments are not following what 
is required by the Faculty Handbook and standard practice at VT. In particular, two 
and four-year reviews of probationary faculty members are usually conducted by the 



departmental promotion and tenure committees and specific feedback provided at that 
point. Department heads do contribute to this process and documentation, but 
university practice certainly includes involvement of a faculty committee. Members 
reported that the practice of the individual meeting with the committee varies from 
one department to another — some departments meet with each candidate undergoing 
review at whatever stage; others conduct the review based on submitted materials. 
Some of the conversation focussed on practices in large departments where the sheer 
number of faculty members make department head involvement and individual 
feedback to faculty members at the time of annual evaluations more difficult. To 
require additional documentation in such cases would only make the job of 
department head less attractive to good candidates. This issue was left unresolved 
with the comment that only the deans could really provide the pressure and guidance 
to department heads to adopt better, more consistent personnel practices so that 
faculty members would get helpful and timely feedback. 

After a brief discussion of issues that may need to be addressed at upcoming meetings, the 
meeting was adjourned. 

Patricia Hyer 
Recorder 


