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I. Charge of the Merit Review Committee
The faculty of the College of the Liberal Arts (hereafter CLA) commissioned the Merit Review Committee (hereafter MRC) to meet over the school year 2008-2009 in order to assess current merit review procedures and to make a recommendation to the faculty and dean of the CLA about optimal procedures for merit review in the future. The MRC was commissioned to assess the merit review process in light of the College’s goals of transparency, fairness, validity (in terms of the evaluation of faculty performance) and viability (in terms of the relevance of the merit review procedure). Further, the MRC was to evaluate the role played by financial merit increments in the review process. The MRC also set itself the goal of determining whether the CLA merit review procedures were consistent with Institute procedures.

II. Procedure
The MRC closely analyzed the reports and documents associated with merit within both CLA and the Institute. The MRC also gathered information from various peer institutions, as well as from more highly ranked institutions, in order to compare merit review practices. The MRC sent out an open request as well as a set of specific questions to all CLA faculty, which solicited feedback on the merit review process; the MRC sent a modified set of similar questions to all department chairs, requesting that questions associated with merit review be raised within each department, and reported back to the committee. The MRC read scholarly literature on faculty evaluation systems, utilizing that literature to formulate viable objectives for the merit review as well as to identify and circumvent those aspects of merit review which faculty generally find unhelpful.   
III. Statement on Merit Review as compared with Annual Performance Review

In the course of our research into CLA and Institute procedures, the MRC found that in certain cases, aspects of the merit review system and the annual performance review procedure were being inappropriately conflated, due in part to confusion about the distinctiveness of each. Therefore, this statement is offered with the intention of distinguishing them clearly. 
The Merit Review of each faculty member is one part of the Annual Performance Review. According to current Institute policy (www.rit.edu/academicaffairs/Manual/sectionE/E7.html), the Annual Performance Review has four purposes; the determination of the annual merit financial increment is one of those four purposes. The MRC is not charged with assessing the Annual Performance Review procedures, except insofar as they manifest in their fourth purpose: the determination of merit increments.

The current Merit Evaluation Procedures of the CLA (www.rit.edu/cla/faculty_governance.php?policy=2c) are consistent with Institute policy in holding that the purpose of the Merit Evaluation System is “primarily summative” and should provide “a fair basis for administrative decisions determining yearly salary increments” for CLA faculty. However, the current CLA practice of assigning evaluative categories (“outstanding,” “very good,” “good,” etc.) is not mentioned in current CLA policy. Current College policy, that is, does not mention evaluative categories or their uses, nor does it require that they be assigned to each faculty member. The evaluative categories and the requirement that one of them be assigned to each faculty member appears only in Institute policy.
Current CLA policy does hold that the evaluation of each faculty member is the responsibility of that faculty member’s chairperson: each faculty member must receive an evaluation written by her or his chairperson. Policy requires that the dean be involved in the review process, but not that the dean give prior approval to the chair’s evaluation. Likewise, current policy does not stipulate that the chair’s evaluation requires the dean’s subsequent approval. Rather (as currently written), CLA policy establishes that the chair’s “merit” evaluation of the faculty member is to be made available to the dean as a “fair basis” for the dean’s determination of the yearly salary increment. In other words, the dean does not help to prepare the merit evaluation, nor does she or he approve it. According to CLA policy, the dean does, however, co-approve, with the chair, each faculty member’s Plan of Work for the coming year. The Plan of Work is not taken into consideration when the assignment of an assessment category is made. 
In the recommendations that follow (section IV below), the MRC advises that the chair’s evaluation of each faculty member continue to follow the procedures currently described in CLA policy, but that the “merit” assessment be made either a “progress toward tenure” assessment for untenured tenure-track faculty or a “summary review” for tenured faculty. While these assessments may still be judged according to the established assessment categories, we will recommend that they be dissociated entirely from “merit-based” salary increments.         
IV. Assessment and Recommendations

The process of annual review and merit review has been a subject of concern in the CLA; research confirms that this concern is common in institutions of higher education.
 Many faculty report finding the merit review process counterproductive: faculty report that the process of preparing merit review materials is burdensome and needlessly time-consuming; faculty consider the merit review process unscientific, insofar as the operating procedures for determining “merit” can be shown to be rationally insupportable; and faculty are concerned that the merit review process can be used as a form of social control to discipline individuals and atomize the faculty as a whole. Research shows that the merit review process can be divisive and undermining, and thus that it can damage faculty morale and subvert collegial and interdisciplinary activities.
 At the same time, faculty and administrators have judged that evaluation systems in general are opportunities to make the development of individual and group goals a basis for constructive evaluation; faculty have reported that while most evaluation systems do not support real faculty development, they can in fact be reformulated to help stimulate self-assessment and growth at all university levels.
   
Of the faculty who responded to the MRC’s queries, a clear majority agreed with the research findings about the burdensome and counterproductive character of merit review; likewise, faculty also expressed (at the near unanimous level of a mandate) the desire to reform the current system of evaluation in a way that would genuinely support self-evaluation and development, as well as viable and transparent academic standards.    

The MRC judges that most aspects of Institute and College policy regarding faculty review are judicious and accommodate the range of activities that CLA faculty actually engage in as productive professionals. The CLA’s “Merit Criteria and Evaluation” (link above) are fair, but a number of the policy’s suggestions have fallen into disuse; similarly, the current policy’s open examples have been unofficially but effectively rank-ordered in a way that subverts their breadth and amenability to different expressions of professional activity. In providing detail to the review policies of the Institute, the College review policies do not necessarily contradict Institute policies, but they do provide a wide range of ways to fulfill Institute policy. Therefore, the MRC urges departments and the CLA to revisit these suggestions and to be attentive to their nonhierarchical organization.   
However, one central feature of both CLA and Institute policy involves the issue of incremental merit pay. The current College and Institute descriptions of the policy are consistent. Indeed, this is why the annual performance review and the merit review are fundamentally linked, in the manner described in their comparison in Section III above. As it now stands, the assessment or merit category assignment to a faculty member by a chair corresponds with a level of potential salary increase, which it is the dean’s prerogative to divide among departments as she or he judges appropriate. While in the majority of cases the incremental salary increase is given as a percentage of each faculty member’s salary, the dean may also issue an increase in a fixed dollar amount, or may provide different sums of money to different departments to divide as they see fit, or may otherwise use the merit increment to better balance (or exacerbate) salary inequalities within the College or as compared with other standards. In any case, current College policy on the issue of increments is clear: “In accordance with the policy of the Institute, annual salary increments are to be granted on the basis of merit.”

The MRC recommends that College policy be changed and that Institute policy be modified as necessary to accommodate CLA’s adjustment. Based on the research described in Section II above, the MRC finds that the current policy of providing incremental pay raises as determined by merit categories can undermine our individual professional goals as well as our potential to work toward shared aims and our sense of commonality within the College. Our conclusions in this regard are supported by faculty feedback from within the College and independent research (cited in the footnotes to this document). This research parallels and helps to explain the feedback we received. One major reason that the incremental merit raise is found to be undermining, both within the College and in independent research, is that it obscures and thus forestalls egalitarian cost of living or inflationary adjustments for faculty. In effect then, merit pay allows some faculty to keep up with the cost of living (or as has been the case here in recent years, not to quite meet inflationary demands), while other faculty experience a decrease in the value of their salaries. This lapse corrodes faculty morale and obscures the collective supports upon which individual productivity often rests.  
The MRC categorically recommends the immediate establishment of an egalitarian cost of living increase for all tenure, tenure-track, and visiting faculty. The decision as to how to keep salaries or rates fair and competitive for lecturers and adjuncts should be made at the departmental level. The MRC recommends that the egalitarian cost of living increase be made with the funds traditionally marked for merit-based salary increments. Rather than “merit pay” or a “merit increment,” let us call this practice an “inflationary adjustment,” in order to emphasize its fairness internally among faculty and externally as regards economic conditions. The MRC recommends that every reasonable effort be made to raise and distribute the inflationary adjustment funds in a manner that genuinely meets increases in the cost of living. The MRC recommends that the inflationary adjustment be calculated as a percentage of each faculty member’s salary (e.g., 4% of $60,000 and 4% of $120,000), unless it proves more equitable to distribute a percentage of an average salary in a department or in the College (e.g., 4% of $90,000). The inflationary adjustment should always be oriented by its goal of equity among faculty and our ability to meet real changes in the cost of living each year. 
In addition to the inflationary adjustment, the MRC recommends the formation of another fund, to which faculty can apply for bonus merit pay, in consideration of exceptionally meritorious professional activities. Let us call this the “Merit Fund.” In the event that money is left over after inflationary adjustments for all faculty have been made, one option for utilizing the surplus will be to transfer it into the Merit Fund. The MRC recommends that the Merit Fund function only as a supplement to the inflationary adjustment, and that merit applications only be considered if a realistic egalitarian cost of living increase is assured in a given year. Faculty should be able to apply to the Merit Fund as often as they find appropriate, without restriction or the need to acquire permission, though they may request letters of support. The Merit Fund can be administered either by the Dean’s Office or by a faculty committee. The MRC recommends that, following the model both of renowned research and teaching universities, faculty apply to the Merit Fund under one of the three traditional merit categories (teaching, scholarship, or service). Though faculty may have made contributions in each of these areas, which they may note, we recommend that exemplary activity in any given year be clearly documented and analytically described, so that the administrators of the Merit Fund can judge the professional activity qualitatively and with a sense for the College, Institute, and national standards that provide a context for faculty achievements. 
The MRC recommends that the decision as to whether Merit Fund awards should be in fixed dollar amounts or should be calculated as a percentage of salary (and whether that is individual salary or a salary average in a department or in the College) can be made by the Merit Fund committee or the Dean’s Office in any given year, depending on their assessment of the funds available and the caliber of the applications. Given the possible need to encourage especially meritorious faculty to apply for the Merit Fund, the MRC recommends that departmental chairs take an active role in encouraging individual faculty to apply for the Merit Fund.
Finally, the MRC recommends that chairs continue to review their faculty yearly. In the interest of clarity, the document prepared by the chair should be renamed the “Chair’s Review.” The MRC recommends that the Chair’s Review of each faculty member continue to follow the procedures for Merit Evaluation currently described in CLA policy, with the exception of the procedures that pertain to salary increments. We recommend that chairs attend to the different examples of professional activity described in CLA policy and that they take care not to press faculty into a more narrowly defined area of professional activity than is necessary. While we unequivocally reject the idea that annual performance review should be tied to annual salary increments, we do not deny the value of the established assessment categories (“outstanding,” “very good,” etc.) for continuity across the Institute, and we recommend the use of those categories especially where a record of “progress toward tenure” for untenured tenure-track faculty can be made. In the case of tenured faculty, a “summary review” of activities is appropriate. Chairs and the dean should continue to accommodate realistic faculty initiatives to assess past work and to strategize about future projects. In the interest of unburdening faculty and administrators of repetitive paperwork and meetings, every reasonable effort should be made to synchronize the Annual Performance Review and the Chair’s Review (née Merit Review). Both might, e.g., be made to correspond with the academic calendar or the fiscal calendar. The Merit Fund need not operate on the same schedule, but should begin considering applications only once the inflationary adjustment funds have been secured. 
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Introduction
During the deliberations of the Merit Review Committee (MRC) I often found myself in a minority of one. Because of the strong disagreements I had with the majority on a number of critical issues, I offered to resign on a number of occasions. My colleagues in the majority dissuaded me from that course of action, instead promising me the opportunity to write a minority report which would be attached to the official report of the MRC. This document constitutes that minority report. I will keep my comments brief and restrict them to where I have sharp disagreements with the majority. 

General Comments
I first wish to recognize the efforts of our chairperson, Katie Terezakis, with respect to the job she did organizing the committee’s activities and drafting the committee’s report. However, a major concern I have with the committee is that we did not respond to the spirit of the initial charge given to the committee. My understanding is that our primary charge was to recommend to the dean and faculty how merit increment monies should be allocated to the departments. The dean has made it clear that he would to see the merit review process become more decentralized than it has been in the past. Individual departments would have greater authority on how the “pot” is to be distributed among their members. When the dean met with the committee in the fall he made it clear that he would like some direction from the committee as to the basis upon which money should be distributed to the departments, i.e., a percentage of salary base, a head count, or some other method. In my view the committee did not respond to that primary charge and thus the MRC has failed in some sense.

Instead the MRC has recommended that an “egalitarian cost of living increase be made with the funds traditionally marked for merit-based salary increments” and that a second “Merit Fund” be created. While I do not have objections in principle to the idea of a salary-based cost of living percentage increase (though some in the RIT upper administration may have), I find the proposal objectionable for at least two reasons. First, the MRC majority adds the caveat that percentage of average salary in a department or the college as a whole might be the acceptable basis for this cost of living adjustment. I argued strenuously, but apparently 

not persuasively, that anything other than a percentage of salary for a cost of living
adjustment would not, in fact, be a cost of living adjustment since cost of living is measured as a percentage. Call it a redistribution of income or whatever, but it is not a cost of living adjustment. Second, the majority’s recommendation to create a centrally administered Merit Fund is completely at odds with the dean’s stated objective (with concurrence of the faculty) to move in the direction of decentralization of merit decision making. Creating a centrally administered fund to routinely grant merit increments would serve to diminish, not enhance, decentralization to the departments.

There are other areas of the report with which I take umbrage, but in deference to my aforementioned promise of brevity, I will stop here. I will leave it to the dean and faculty to decide whether the committee has fulfilled its mission in the spirit of the charge given. 
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