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By JONATHAN SCHAEFFER, DEAN, FACULTY OF SCIENCE

For me, FEC is the highlight of the academic year. 

Throughout the year, I get hints about how some people are doing —when I find out 

about a prestigious award, a large research grant, or see a media story. It’s a rare week 

when there aren’t several awards, grants or media events that showcase the best of the 

Faculty of Science. 

So come November when I am immersed in reading the annual reports that come to 

FEC, it is an enjoyable task because I already know many of the good things that are in 

the pages ahead.

Even so, there are usually many surprises to be uncovered, almost all good news.

I know that the following comment might sound trite, but it’s the truth. I have often said 

that to have fun in an administrative job,  you need 10 per cent of your time reserved 

for “inspiration” in return for the 90 per cent spent on “perspiration.” FEC is part of the 

inspiration that makes the job rewarding (and we don’t talk about the perspiration).
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Science researchers once again had a stellar year in research, teaching 
and service.

One indicator of this is the recognition bestowed on our Science team. By my count, 

in 2012-13 the academic staff received 21 international awards, 20 national awards, 3 

provincial awards, and 14 University of Alberta awards. These totals exclude continuing 

awards (e.g., someone in the second year of a two-year award). Given that we had 

285 faculty members and 27 faculty service officers come to FEC this year, this means 

roughly 20 per cent of the academic staff is receiving external recognition for their work.

To map this out, I am continuing Gregory Taylor’s FEC statistics. 

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 is a 

trend towards more refereed publications per faculty member. 

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

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

So, quantity is up, but 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 a slight trend 

towards fewer publications in the top 10 per cent of their field, but a stronger trend 

towards fewer papers ranked worse than 30 per cent or unranked. Overall, the picture 

looks good for the Faculty of Science.

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

A significant trend is towards publishing in open access journals. For example, the 

number of papers in PLOS One grew dramatically (from a single digit number to over 

25). This is not a concern, but FEC will have to be vigilant to make sure these type of 

journals conform to accepted standards for quality. In your annual report, you should 

explain the reason(s) for your choice of venue(s). 

Evaluations 2014

There were concerns that FEC this year would be more difficult than in recent years due 

to changes in the increment levels. 

First, the pool of increments had been lowered from 1.20 per academic staff member 

to 1.175 (the result of negotiations between AASUA and the university). This had the 

potential for unpleasantness as it meant that the performance bar had been raised 

for anyone to get extra incrementation. Second increments could now be handed out 

in steps of 0.25 instead of the previous 0.50 (another negotiated change). There was 

concern that a finer granularity of increments would lead to a larger number of FEC 

cases being discussed in depth, resulting in longer FEC deliberations. In the end, neither 

concern came to pass. 



As usual, all of the Chairs did an excellent job assessing the annual performance of the 

members of their Department. FEC went smoothly in large part because the number of 

recommended increments came out almost exactly the same as the number available. 

Thus, FEC was not marred by the negativity of having to claw back a large number of 

increments to match our University-mandated target. Instead, most of the effort was 

on fine-tuning the recommendations: raising some and lowering others so that the 

end result was the best approximation of fairness that we could achieve in five days of 

deliberation. Sixteen percent of Chairs’ recommendations were changed by FEC, almost 

an equal number going up as went down.

FEC is a time-intensive activity for all members of the committee (but especially 

the Chairs). There are recommendations to streamline the process (e.g., from the 

Renaissance Committee), so we might see major changes coming soon. However FEC 

evolves, I hope it maintains its Faculty-wide perspective. Getting a better understanding 

of each of the disciplines in Science and how our professoriate is advancing research, 

teaching and service is, after all, an important part of my inspiration time.



2013 FEC Reflections
By newly elected members:

ELENI STROULIA, PROFESSOR, COMPUTING SCIENCE
& ALEXANDER PENIN, PROFESSOR, PHYSICS

Following a long established tradition in the Faculty of Science, here are our impressions, 

as newly elected FEC members, from this year’s process. 

Pre-FEC

The process started with a meeting of the Vice Dean, Dr. John Beamish, who chairs 

the process with the two newly elected FEC members. At that meeting, we were 

given a brief introduction on the overall process and the relevant rules and regulations, 

which can be found in the “FEC Manual” - http://www.hrs.ualberta.ca/~/media/hrs/

MyEmployment/FECManual.pdf. At this point in time, we had already been given access 

to the online materials and we were informed that they would be provided to us in 

hardcopy by the 20th of November.

The second step in the process was the pre-FEC meeting, attended by all FEC 

members. This meeting had three agenda items: 
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(a) review of the FEC process; 

(b) review of the sabbatical applications for the next academic year; and 

(c) an overview, by the department chair, of the scholarly culture of each 

department and how they take it into account in coming up with their merit-increment 

recommendations. 

This overview is very illuminating, particularly for the new FEC members, since it was 

conceived to established a shared understanding of “merit” in the presence of huge 

variability. In effect, the chairs take the opportunity in the meeting to express in broad 

strokes the evaluation principles guiding their merit-allocation principles and rationale. 

Two important points are worth mentioning here:

1. In principle, the relative weights for research, teaching and service 

contributions are 40/40/20. The chairs reviewed their rationale for interpreting, and 

varying slightly, this default weights including (a) higher expectations of service, and 

more generally leadership, from senior faculty; (b) recognition of curriculum and course 

development; (c) high loads of one-to-one teaching in individual-studies courses.  

2. Different research disciplines exhibit different publication profiles, a 

phenomenon of which all FEC members are well aware. In general, each chair has in 

mind the typical “research productivity patterns” in their department and their relative 

merit, which they articulated for the FEC explaining their value. Chairs use meta-data 

such as impact factors and venue tiers, but they certainly do not rely exclusively on 

these metrics. Specific research disciplines may also have their own tier systems, which 

may vary from the “official” one published by Thomson Reuters (which is pulled by the 

eFEC system); again the chairs take the opportunity in this pre-FEC meeting to explain 

their discipline-specific sources of “tier” and “impact” metrics. 

Sometime around the Pre-FEC meeting, the hardcopies of the annual reports—two 

rather impressive binders—were shared with the committee, although the materials were 

available electronically earlier.



The FEC Meeting

There are 14 voting FEC members, including the Vice Dean, the Chairs of the 

departments, 2 elected Full Professors, 3 elected Associate Professors and a 

representative of the President’s Review Committee.

By the time the week-long meeting starts, all FEC members have studied the annual 

reports and have made their decisions regarding their agreement (or disagreement) with 

the chair’s recommendation. This year’s process was different than before in two ways. 

First, the chairs’ recommendations were very close to their targets—the sum of the 

allocated increments was only about 2 more than available. In years past, this difference 

tended to be higher, thus implying the need to go into the meeting with the intent to 

“claw-back” increments. Second, this was the first year that merits were allocated with 

a 0.25 increment step, as opposed to 0.5. Though we have no experience with the 

previous format, we feel that in general these changes are for good. A quarter increment 

step is still beyond the natural uncertainty of the evaluation process and often allows 

for a more objective assessment. At the same time, respecting the targets effectively 

increases the role of the chair recommendations in the increment distribution within a 

given department and downplays the absence of a uniform evaluation “metric” through 

the Faculty of Science.   

The FEC discusses cases in ascending order of rank (Assistant, Associate, Full 

Professors) and within a rank, in ascending order of seniority at the UoA. 

Some cases get adjudicated very fast: the Vice Dean announces the case number 

and name and, if nobody volunteers a comment, the chair’s recommendation passes. 

Chairs’ recommendations come in a variety of flavors: some are terse, pointing out 

the deltas of the annual report from the norm, to explain the chair’s positive/negative 

differential from 1 merit increment; some are complete technical listings of the interesting 

points in the annual report, which, when summed up, account for the merit increment; 

and some others are eloquent arguments for the important of a critical contribution 

distinguishing the faculty member in the department and/or in the scientific community 



this particular year. The chairs, who have been part of the process over the long run, 

recognize the style of each author and flexibly interpret the underlying message, and the 

new members soon develop a taste for the different chairs’ styles.

Alternatively, at the announcement of the case number, a FEC member may raise a 

question, which requires the chair to present the case and explain his recommendation. 

The case is then discussed and, at some point, a vote is called, in which committee 

members have to vote “in favour” or “against” the Chair’s recommendation, or “abstain”. 

If there is no majority, the discussion continues until a majority is reached in a vote; the 

committee members cannot abstain in the third vote. If the majority votes down the 

recommendation, the FEC Chair (Vice Dean) suggests a different increment and a new 

vote is called for. This year, we had chairs’ recommendations rejected for both higher 

and lower increments. This is likely due to the fact that the chairs came in very close to 

their targets and the increment step was smaller, thus allowing for small adjustments.

Clearly the most interesting part of the FEC process is the discussion of a chair’s 

recommendation. A typical discussion starter is a request to “walk the FEC up to 

the recommended increment”; essentially the questioning member is looking for the 

rationale behind the increment, based on the evidence provided in the annual report and 

the implicit 40/40/20 research/teaching/service weight. The recommending chair then 

may explain that research productivity was above what typically expected for the rank of 

the faculty member being discussed (meriting 60 instead of 40); teaching was strong as 

expected (40); and a special service was recognized (25 instead of 20), thus resulting in 

his recommendation for 1.25 merit increments.

We’ll review the ensuing discussion – synthesizing generalized snippets from several 

actual discussions – to illustrate the values through which FEC perceives merit.

Regarding publications: In the case of a small number of publications, some chairs 

actually review the papers in order to speak to their significance in the context of a 

subarea. A specific argument on the value of a paper’s contribution and its anticipated 

impact is invaluable in making the case for the authoring faculty member. In the case 



of publications with many authors, the chairs take into account the co-authorship 

practices in the particular subarea, as explained by the corresponding chair in the pre-

FEC meeting. An interesting question arises with open journals that vary widely in terms 

of their editorial processes, dissemination scope and citation profile; it is not clear that a 

consensus will be reached any time soon on the merit of these publications but this year 

the FEC extensively discussed many of these individual publications, in order to fairly 

assess the nature of their contribution. 

Regarding funding: The FEC does not reward funding per se, and funding is only 

discussed in  “extreme” scenarios. For example, an accelerator grant is considered as 

evidence of research-excellence recognition. On the other end of the spectrum, the 

FEC looks unfavorably upon a faculty member who lacks sufficient funds to sustain 

their research agenda. This becomes an increasingly interesting question as the NSERC 

discovery-grant success rates become more stringent.

Regarding teaching: The FEC values excellent teaching. Instructor Designated 

Questionnaires (IDQs) constitute the main evidence of high-quality teaching: instructors 

with scores above the 75% percentile are considered excellent; on the flip side, 

instructors with scores below the Tukey’s outlier filter are considered poor. These 

two ends of the spectrum are typically noticed and rewarded/penalized. The impact 

of poor teaching is tempered when a course is seen as an exception in a generally 

good teaching record, or when a course is somehow “tough” and challenges 

many instructors, or when the instructor has taken steps to improve their teaching 

effectiveness. Of course, the FEC recognizes, and dismisses, some strange phenomena 

that may potentially occur: for someone to be in the top tier, (practically) everyone has to 

“agree” or “strongly agree” with the positive statement, which implies that an instructor 

can still end up below the Tukey’s filter with a rating of 4.1. 

Regarding supervision: Student supervision is another criterion of excellence. The 

FEC appreciates intensive supervisory activity of faculty members who maintain large 

research groups, undergraduate-student supervision in the context of independent-

studies courses, and new-researcher mentoring in the form of coauthorship.



Regarding service: Service is not expected of assistant professors and it is positively 

noticed when it exists as evidence of above-par performance, as long as research and 

teaching are also strong. On the other hand, full professors are expected to contribute to 

the department’s life and show leadership in improving it. In fact lack of service, or any 

indication that a full professor may not be willing to serve the departmental community is 

frowned upon and sometimes penalized. 

Regarding career milestones: Of particular interest are the discussions of tenure 

and promotion cases. The award of tenure represents a long-term commitment by 

the Faculty and the University to an individual with substantial financial implications. 

Promotion to the rank of full professor constitutes a signal to the academic community 

at large of our scholarly-excellence values as a Faculty. This is why, in both these cases, 

the FEC is looking for strong evidence of excellence in the record and more importantly 

in the letters of reference, which have to be strong, specific and unequivocal. 

Conclusion

It has been said before, but it is always worth stating, that the process is impressive in 

its length, its thoroughness, its systematicity, and its general consistency and fairness. 

The evaluation process evolves and the adjustments of the formal procedure are 

implemented to make it even better.  All participants take their role seriously and invest 

substantial time in thoroughly studying the materials and preparing for the meeting. 

The discussions are objective and non-partisan and reflect the many perspectives 

that the FEC membership represents: different stages of career, different disciplines, 

different methodologies and different productivity profiles. The chairs, in particular, must 

be recognized for the tremendous amount of work they put in the process developing 

their original recommendations and presenting the case details during discussion. 

This year, there have been many occasions where we were impressed by the depth 

of their knowledge of the details of a particular case, the lucidity of their explanation of 

a publication’s significance, and the passion and eloquence of their arguments for a 

particular case. 




