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As usual, all members of FEC (the Vice Dean, seven chairs, and five elected members; 

the Dean is ex officio) did a superb job of discussing the ~300 cases (faculty and FSOs) 

in a balanced and congenial manner. Difficult decisions were debated and decisions 

were made. The wide variety of faculty member profiles had to be understood and 

accommodated, differentiating between departments, disciplines, academic rank, 

different levels of research/teaching/service activity, quality of publication venues, 

teaching performance, research funding levels, graduate supervision, and so on. Indeed, 

the formula for translating annual performance into increments is complex, yet every 

member of FEC figures it out. Most FEC cases are handled in under a minute each. 

However, when a difficult case arises, the members of FEC do not rush discussion; 

several deliberations lasted more than 30 minutes. Everyone does his or her best to 

achieve the fairest possible outcome. 

This year, six faculty members were promoted to full professor; congratulations to 

each of them for this wonderful recognition of their research and teaching excellence.  

Three assistant professors were successful at meeting the demanding criteria for 
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being awarded tenure. The pressure to both publish meaningful papers and be a 

strong teacher is high, especially given that there is a maximum of five years to achieve 

these standards (tenure applications happen no later than the end of the fifth year 

after appointment). The caliber of the young researchers joining the ranks of associate 

professor reassures us that the future of the University of Alberta Faculty of Science’s 

reputation for excellence is secure. 

This time around, I want to touch upon an issue that never makes its way into the FEC 

postmortem: appeals. Someone who is unhappy with the recommendation from their 

chair or the decision of FEC has several avenues of appeal. Only merit recommendations 

and awarded increments less than 1.0 can be appealed (University policy).

1. The person can contest the chair’s recommendation by submitting additional 

material for consideration or can arrange to attend the FEC deliberations (usually the 

first week of December) at the time when their case is discussed. The staff member and 

the chair defend their positions and then are asked to leave the room. The remaining 

members of FEC then make a decision.

2. If FEC lowers a chair’s recommendation and the final result is less than 1.0, then the 

person involved can contest the decision (FEC reconsiderations are usually the last week 

of January). Again, the staff member and the chair defend their positions and then the 

staff member and the chair (unless they are supporting the staff member’s position) are 

asked to leave the room. The remaining members of FEC then make a decision.

3. Finally, appeals can be taken beyond the Faculty of Science to the General Appeals 

Committee (GAC). This process involves both sides making their respective cases to an 

independent committee of six people. These appeals usually happen much later in the 

year (May or June) because of the need to prepare substantial documentation. It is rare 

for such an appeal to take less than half a day, and many will take the better part of a full 

day.



Fortunately, in Science there are relatively few appeals each year. For this past 

FEC, there was one person who came to FEC, two cases that came to the FEC 

reconsideration meeting, and one that went all the way to GAC.

Science researchers continue to lead the University of Alberta in terms of productivity 

(publications), recognition (awards), and attention (media). The following table shows the 

number of publications by type. There is no double counting: one paper counts as one, 

regardless of the number of co-authors. 

There are two explanations for this year’s lower number of journal papers. First, the 

particle physics group (i.e., those working on the ATLAS project at CERN) dropped from 

100 to 50 papers. They are part of a large international collaboration, and for part of the 

reporting period, their equipment was unavailable due to upgrades. Second, as a result 

of the 2013 budget cuts, 15 Faculty of Science members took a Voluntary Severance 

Package (VSP). Since their retirement fell in the reporting period (July 1, 2013 to June 

30, 2014), they were not eligible for consideration at FEC. Thus, several high-profile, 

high-productivity researchers were removed from FEC’s deliberations. Some of these 

positions have subsequently been replaced; however, in almost all cases it is with junior 

researchers who are still working on building their research profile. Thus, we expect to 

Category 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14
Journals 986 1054 1079 991
Conferences 193 205 177 186
Book Chapters 51 78 61 57
Other Refereed 119 57 110 141
Total Refereed 1349 1394 1427 1375
# of Faculty 285 283 285 280
Average/Faculty 4.73 4.93 5.01 4.91

Non-refereed N/A 411 440 440
Books N/A 9 15 11
Patents N/A 9 12 10



see the impact of the VSP program on the number of science publications for a few 

years to come.

An interesting case is the journal PLOS ONE. In consecutive years, the number of 

papers published in this journal has gone from a single digit, to 25, to 33. Although this 

journal has a relatively high impact factor, its mandate is to publish papers that meet an 

unconventional standard: “PLOS ONE will rigorously peer-review your submissions and 

publish all papers that are judged to be technically sound.” Whether this is a good metric 

or not remains to be determined. However, clearly it is not a deterrent.

So, what about quality? The following table needs to be viewed with extreme caution. 

Using ISI impact factors for journals, we can bucket a journal based on its percentile 

ranking compared to other journals in the same field. Yes, this can be misleading, 

especially for journals that are targeted to a narrow audience. Still, we can use the data 

as a sanity check to see if anything major has changed from year to year. Using this 

data, we see that our researchers are continuing to publish in strong venues. The trend 

to publish in journals that are ranked in the top 30% of their field continues, going from 

65.9% to 67.8% to 69.3% to 70.8% in consecutive years. By this (simplistic) measure, 

our research community is moving in the right direction. 

As always, it was a pleasure serving on FEC. Every year, I get to enjoy reading about 

your accomplishments. The breadth and depth of research, teaching, and service being 

done in our faculty is inspiring. Thank you for making the University of Alberta Faculty of 

Science strong and showcasing our excellence to the world.

Ranking 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14
1-10 per cent 27.6 27.1 25.8 27.6
10-30 per cent 37.3 40.7 43.5 43.2
30-50 per cent 13.4 14.6 12.0 12.1
50-100 per cent 12.0 10.3 10.3 8.7
Unranked 9.7 7.2 8.5 8.4



2014 FEC Thoughts & Comments
By newly elected members:

VINCENT BOUCHARD, MATHEMATICAL AND STATISTICAL SCIENCES; 
JAMES HARYNUK, CHEMISTRY;

& ALISON MURRAY, BIOLOGICAL SCIENCES

Overall

The week spent discussing everyone’s annual reports at FEC went smoothly and the 

whole process was collegial. The chairs were adept at explaining the reports from 

members of their respective departments. The majority of the chairs recommendations 

were accepted as is, with perhaps 20% of the reports engendering some discussion. 

Of these, perhaps half (10% of all reports) had a change in merit increment from the 

original suggestion of the chair (equal numbers going up as going down). The one clear 

message we heard was that many more merit increments would have been given out if 

they had existed! Our faculty as a whole produces an enormous amount of research and 

excels at teaching and service.

2013–14
Faculty Evaluation



Service

It is possible to get multiple increments for service. Although the committee agreed that 

it was difficult to assess the difference between good (meritorious, 1 increment) and 

great (multiple increment) service, we did our best and people were certainly awarded 

for devoting more of their time to service than the regular expected amount (the so 

called 20:40:40 split). For faculty with regular expected amounts of service, the type of 

service varied greatly (and the “service” that some would include in their annual reports 

would be left unreported by others). In general, the committee felt that those with less 

service should have done more, and was not likely to suggest increases to the chair’s 

recommendation.

Research

It may seem that research would be easiest to judge, but that is not so. With numbers 

of papers reported in a single year ranging from zero to over one hundred, absolute 

counts are clearly inadequate. We relied on the chairs to explain the subject area and 

expectations for numbers of papers. Zero papers did not necessarily equate to zero 

merit. Co-authoring papers with students was expected and rewarded. Conference 

attendance was factored in (in some fields it is much more important than others) and 

major invitations or conference expenses paid were noted.

Teaching

Teaching is clearly important. IDQs remain an important assessment tool despite all of 

us recognizing the inadequacies of student evaluations. The switch to electronic IDQs 

did not seem to change the individual ratings for instructors (of the instructors that 

had a class evaluated by paper IDQ and another class with electronic IDQ, the scores 

were similarly on both). The IDQs are colour coded for FEC: blue is top quartile, yellow 

bottom quartile and red below the Tukey fence. Excellent instructors with many blue 

flags were rewarded. We did note that sometimes an instructor could receive a yellow 

“flag” (bottom quartile) in a category that had a score of 4.7 out of 5 (and people were 



not penalized for it).  This happened particularly in the “instructor treats students with 

respect” category, where all students seem to be happy with Science faculty! The 

committee did look unfavourably on instructors who had lots of yellow or red flags and 

the chairs were asked to explain what was being done to improve these scores. If the 

teaching had not improved over time, the FEC committee was sometimes inclined to 

lower a merit recommendation.

Other comments: 

The elected members of FEC took the time to read all the files. Although we were 

warned in advance that it would take a lot of time, and repeatedly told not to wait 

until the last afternoon, or even the last week, to go through the two thick binders of 

reports, it was definitely a bit of a shock to find the reports in the two thick binders were 

actually double sided (there went our weekends too!). Everyone on the committee was 

well prepared and had sticky-notes attached to every report. Questions came from all 

committee members, indicating we had all read each report and made notes on each. It 

was a huge amount of time – one estimate was at least 50 hours of reading, but none of 

us went to the week of meetings unprepared.

The FEC committee on the whole was generally in agreement on each case. There was 

a lot of discussion, but most votes were passed unanimously or by a large majority, 

with only two votes requiring a tie-breaker. No one person was able to sway the whole 

committee, and for the most part, discussion continued until consensus was reached.

In general, the process was very fair. However, inadequacies in evaluating teaching (we 

mostly rely on IDQs, unless the chairs factor in with individual comments) perhaps make 

one feel that teaching is sometimes not rewarded at the same level as research (despite 

the 20:40:40 split). It is not clear how this aspect could be improved in the future, but it 

may be worth thinking about refining our teaching evaluation scheme (to include more 

than students’ evaluations) to build a stronger basis for rewarding excellent teaching, 

which is a priority at University of Alberta.


