Report from the Salisbury University Faculty Welfare Committee

Investigation of Physics/Engineering Faculty Search Academic Year 2003-4

Introduction


Late in the spring semester of 2004, the Faculty Welfare Committee received a grievance from some members of the Physics Department regarding a failed faculty search. We determined that the complaint did not exactly fit the criteria of a grievance in that the opportunity to hire the candidate was lost, so the problem was not immediately correctable.  We elected to undertake an investigation and spoke with relevant members of the Physics faculty, the dean (Dr. Tom Jones) and the provost (Dr. David Buchanan). We hereby issue a report of our findings.

Background


The following information is taken directly from the grievance filed by the Physics Department. To the best of our determination, none of the parties dispute this history of the position. The ad for the position is attached at the end of this document.


“The Physics Department has for the past several years been involved in a three-way Electrical Engineering Collaborative with UMCP and UMES.   Our role in this was to offer some lower level engineering courses along with adapting some of our physics courses to fit requirements in the Collaborative Program.  A few years ago we hired a full-time adjunct faculty member who had Ph.D. in Civil Engineering to serve as liaison for this Collaborative program and to teach our engineering courses.  Of course, we had the approval of the administration.


In addition, we have offered Statics and Dynamics for many years as a service to our Dual Degree Engineering majors.  Not having an engineer on our faculty, we have used contractuals to teach the lower level engineering courses and our physics faculty have covered the others.  Most of the instructors that were available to teach the engineering courses have had degrees in Civil Engineering.   This has been acceptable to both the physics faculty and the relevant administrators since the civil engineers are capable of handling these undergraduate courses.


In the past few years, it has been increasingly evident that the Electrical Engineering Collaborative has not been working the way that the administrators who designed it had hoped.  There are few students in the program and UMES announced their plans to pursue a standalone Electrical Engineering degree of their own.  Salisbury University, via its President, indicated support of UMES’s effort.


Against this backdrop, the Physics Department faculty met and agreed that we could and should design an Engineering/Physics track within our department, since the EE Collaborative seemed destined to collapse.  We should point out that such a program is not unique.  Indeed many such Engineering/Physics programs exist across the United States, but none exist in the USM.  Engineering/Physics programs such as ours do not lead to a degree in engineering, rather a degree in physics, so no accreditation is required.  We feel that this degree track will meet the interests and needs of our students.


We agreed that our track needed offerings in the mechanical area of engineering since we already have many physics courses of an electrical nature in our existing Micro-electronics program.  Also, we did not want to compete with UMES’ s proposed EE degree program.  We found that only a few new courses would be required, such as Mechanics of Materials and Thermodynamics, and believed that all of our engineering courses could be adequately taught by a Mechanical or Civil engineer or even a physicist with some mechanical engineering in their background.  This position needed would be that of Assistant Professor in the physics department.

In the summer of 2003, the physics faculty met with Provost Buchanan and Dean Jones and laid out our proposal for this new Engineering/Physics track.  Our ideas were enthusiastically received by both administrators.  The Physics department was encouraged to go ahead with the track and given permission to hire a faculty member to help in designing the program and courses and to teach the existing engineering courses.  We believe that during the meeting it was agreed that a Mechanical Engineer would be preferable, but we do not believe that anything was said to exclude candidates from other related areas from consideration.”

The Search


The search proceeded in the usual way in the fall of 2003. The Physics faculty did not again meet with the provost but did keep the dean apprised of their progress. They interviewed 8 candidates by phone and identified 3 to bring to campus. These final three candidates had degrees in Civil Engineering, Mechanical Engineering and Aerospace Engineering.  The Physics Department felt that all three were qualified to teach the courses specified at the undergraduate level, but felt that one particular candidate was far superior to the others. This candidate held the Civil Engineering degree and had previous teaching experience. His presentation went particularly well and because of his oral presentation and some of his research in pedagogical methods, the faculty felt that he would be an excellent teacher. The Physics faculty recommended the candidate to the dean, who endorsed their recommendation and sent it to the provost. We found no dispute on any of these facts.


The provost rejected the candidate and met with the Physics faculty to discuss the problem.  Problems articulated both to us and to Physics by the provost were as follows:

1. The candidate did not have a Mechanical Engineering degree. He did not consider a Civil Engineering degree sufficiently related.

2.  He was concerned that a civil engineer would not meet needs exterior to the university. There is some interest in local industry and, in a particular, the MARS-MIST program regarding faculty and curricula we have here on campus.  

3. It is apparent now, although it was not in June, that the engineering collaborative may not be discontinued after all. There are some unanswered questions as to exactly how faculty must be allocated among institutions to maintain accreditation, and it is highly likely that a civil engineer might not be adequate for accreditation.

At this point, the provost attempted to save the search from being a failure. When the meeting ended he asked the Department Chair to send him the resumes of the next two candidates on the search committee’s list.  This was done and the provost reviewed all the candidates and informed the dean which candidates would be acceptable to him.  All on the provost’s list had Ph.D. degrees in Mechanical Engineering.  The provost gave the Physics Department three options: 1) invite the candidates on his list to campus for interviews, 2) hire the only Mechanical Engineer that had been brought to campus or 3) call off the search.  Faced with only those choices, the department chose to call off the search. 

Findings of the Faculty Welfare Committee


At a minimum, there was miscommunication in this situation. While we believe that all parties tried to act in good faith, we do find the following areas of concern:

1. Almost all advertisements for positions state a preferred degree but indicate that a candidate from a “closely related field” will be considered. This is a wise practice since it is hard to anticipate every possible qualification that is desirable, and it leaves the search committee appropriate latitude in determining what degree(s) are sufficiently related. The Faculty Welfare Committee believes unequivocally that the judgment of “closely related fields” is best left to the experts in the academic department who are not only more familiar with related degrees but are also more familiar with the needs for specific courses.  The Faculty Welfare Committee does not presume to present itself as experts on engineering, but we did not receive enough information to believe that for the courses advertised that a civil engineer would be inadequate at the undergraduate level.  All acknowledged that at a graduate level that civil and mechanical engineering are not interchangeable, but this position is clearly intended for undergraduates.  We are very concerned that the judgment of the Physics Department on what is a “closely related field” was not respected in this instance and recommend that this issue be discussed in global terms since it could affect virtually all faculty searches and could represent an encroaching erosion of faculty influence in the search process.

2.  Historically, we believe that the provost has only rejected candidates for reasons such as an unwillingness to pay the desired salary.  We do not view the provost’s role in the search process as trivial, but it is our sense that few, if any, candidates should be rejected by the provost as unqualified if both the department and the dean have recommended them. Both the department and the dean are generally more knowledgeable about the content areas and course needs and had closer contact with the candidates during the interview process than the provost, so in most cases their judgments should be sound. The provost certainly has the responsibility to reject candidates who obviously do not meet the criteria in an advertisement, and while the term “closely related field” in this situation is contentious, the Faculty Welfare Committee was not convinced that the candidate chosen was so grossly unqualified as to require rejection for the criteria as originally stated.

3. It is clear that the circumstances changed after the ad was written and the search had commenced.  The accredited engineering collaborative was not discontinued and more information arrived about the MARS-MIST project that was not available when the position was discussed. In general terms, the Faculty Welfare Committee does not support changing the criteria for a faculty search in the middle of the search. We believe that this could be very dangerous for legal reasons, and we also are concerned about the candidate pool if new, not originally advertised, criteria are used.  We regret that good communication did not appear to have occurred between all parties during this time period and did receive from the provost a desire for him to have input during the search to prevent a reoccurrence.  Recommendations about the provost having input during the process are addressed in another document from this committee (attached) in which we asked that the Senate consider some of the problems illustrated in this search in a more global context.  We feel that a better choice for this search, however, would have been to cancel the search when it became apparent that the criteria were different and initiate a new search.  This is for both legal reasons and for the purpose of obtaining the best candidate pool. We do recognize that in trying to identify the candidates that were acceptable to him that the provost was trying to “save” the search, but his request was outside the normal and established written process.

4. It does not appear that the candidate’s scholarly activity and/or research interests were clearly specified when the position was originally crafted.  The Faculty Welfare Committee believes, again, that the department is the best judge of what research interests best fit their department, but concedes that this problem could have been avoided if all parties had some discussion about the issue prior to the search since pedagogical research is “non-traditional”. 

Recommendations of the Faculty Welfare Committee

The committee does not at this time have detailed recommendations as we believe a larger-scale dialog about the faculty search process may be warranted. However, we can and do recommend that in the short term that all parties involved in a faculty search attempt to clarify, in as much detail as possible, all the criteria necessary to make a candidate acceptable to all the parties. In this case, a discussion of what fields are closely related to mechanical engineering and what research interests were necessary would have been helpful. We also recommend that when these criteria change that faculty searches be discontinued rather than amended.

Respectfully submitted,

2003-2004 Faculty Welfare Committee

Dr. Diane Davis, Chair,

Dr. Kathleen Shannon, Designated Senator (non-voting)

Dr. Ann Barse

Dr. Gerry St. Martin

Dr. Brent Dennis

Dr. Rich Bowler
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Diane, thanks to you and the Welfare Committee's professional handling of this situation.  I think the report is an unbiased reflection of the events and your recommendations are sound.  If it's not too late, to be more accurate in what actually occurred, I'd like to have the second page under "Search" be changed to reflect that:  (1) I was at the meeting with the provost & the department.  (2) Prior to my agreeing to bring the civil engineering candidate on campus for an interview, I contacted my collaborative EE contact in College Park, Dr. Gary Pertmer, and I simply asked him if we could hire a civil engineer to teach courses that were part of the collaborative.  He said that would be no problem.  At that time, HE thought that the only collaboration College Park had was with UMES and that SU was just "supporting" the UMES' program.  When I took the department's recommendation to hire the civil engineer to the provost and he rejected him, in large part because he was a civil engineer, I re-contacted Dr. Pertmer and re-asked him whether or not we could hire a civil engineer who could be involved in the collaboration.  By that time, we had an SU student who wanted to officially enter the program and through that Dr. Pertmer began to realize that SU was a full partner in the collaboration.  He now told me that they (UMCP) would require us to have a TT engineer on staff that would satisfy the accrediting agency "ABET" standards for an EE (or ME) program and could NOT be a civil engineer.  So given this, I too felt that going ahead and hiring the department's top choice would jeopardize our position in that program, and therefore, I agreed with the provost in looking at other candidates.  Tom 

Assistant Professor (Engineering) – Faculty Position


The Department of Physics at Salisbury University is seeking to fill a tenure track position of Assistant Professor of Engineering beginning no later than August 15, 2004.  A Ph.D. in Mechanical Engineering, or closely related field, is required for the position.  Additional background in Physics is preferred.  The position requires the successful candidate to teach approximately twelve credit hours of courses each semester, to advise majors in the collaborative and dual degree engineering programs, to provide service to the University, and to maintain a program of professional development.  Duties may include teaching courses such as Introduction to Engineering, Statics and Dynamics, Mechanics of Materials, Thermodynamics, as well as supervising laboratories, and teaching related physics courses.  Salisbury University is committed to excellence in undergraduate education and the successful candidate should have a strong interest in teaching engineering and physics at the undergraduate level.  Some teaching experience is preferred.  An ability to contribute to the strong undergraduate research program at Salisbury University would be beneficial.  Salisbury University is a selective undergraduate institution within the University System of Maryland.  The Physics Department is developing a program in Engineering Physics and participates in a dual degree engineering program with the University of Maryland at College Park.


Interested applicants should send an application including curriculum vitae, a statement of teaching philosophy, a statement of research interests appropriate for an undergraduate institution, and the names and phone numbers of at least three references to Dr. Andrew Pica, Search Committee Chair, Department of Physics, Salisbury University, Salisbury, MD 21801 on or before November 20, 2003.  The review of applications will begin on this date and continue until a suitable applicant has been found.  The final decision to hire will be approved pending budgetary authorization.    Salisbury University has a strong institutional commitment to diversity and is an affirmative action, equal opportunity employer.  

June 1, 2004

MEMO TO: 
Faculty Senate

FROM:

Faculty Welfare Committee, Dr. Diane Davis, Chair

RE:

Faculty Search Process


During the 2003-4 academic year, there was an unfortunate confluence of events and miscommunications that led to an unsuccessful search for a new faculty member. The Faculty Welfare Committee was asked to investigate, and we conducted interviews with all involved parties.  We felt that all parties believed they were acting in good faith, but nevertheless no party was satisfied with the outcome of the search.  We attempted to identify any part in the written process that might be changed to prevent a reoccurrence and believe that an open discussion of the faculty search process is warranted.


The search process outlined in the current Faculty Handbook was developed fairly recently by an ad hoc committee and approved by the Faculty Senate and the administration. We do not recommend revisiting this procedure lightly. However, failed searches are costly in terms of both time and money, so we recommend that the following items be discussed:

1. Advertisements for faculty list discipline(s) that are acceptable and often also add a phrase such as “or a closely related field” so as to not exclude acceptable candidates who lack the precise degrees listed.  If the search committee wants to include a candidate in a “closely related field”, should a part of the search process be that the dean and/or the provost are consulted to be sure that the closely related field will be acceptable to all parties? Or should the policy call for a discussion among all involved parties before applications are reviewed to nail down what would constitute a "closely related" degree?
2. Should there be interim involvement of the deans and provost in candidate selection? For example, as the current procedure is written, the faculty search committee need only consult the dean for approval to bring candidates on campus to interview. Since this can be an expensive part of the search process and it represents a significantly narrow portion of the candidate pool, should the provost review the list of candidates to be brought on campus prior to extending them invitations?  In some cases, the situation may have changed since the initial advertisement was developed (funding, change in mission, external mandates, etc.).  Should interim communication with the deans/provost be mandated to insure that any changes are taken into account or that the search be aborted?


The above discussion items should not be construed as recommendations from the Faculty Welfare Committee. While the suggestions above may improve the chances that the final candidate is acceptable to all parties, they also add an additional layer of bureaucracy that may be cumbersome, especially in time-sensitive situations. Further, faculty within an academic department should generally be the best judges of which candidates in “closely related fields” are acceptable, and faculty on the search committee should be the best judges of acceptable candidates since they reviewed all the CV’s and were present during the telephone interviews.  On the other hand, the deans and the provost may have broader perspectives to contribute to the search process and do have final fiduciary responsibility.  The Faculty Welfare Committee recommends a discussion as to how the current procedure does or does not preserve the autonomy of faculty to choose their colleagues while at the same time accommodating the needs of the administration to meet the broader needs of the university.
