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Suffolk professors fear evaluations could
erode tenure

Process could bring dismissals

By Matt Rocheleau
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Suffolk University, taking aim at academia’s hallowed practice of providing lifelong job protection for
veteran instructors, has decided to require all its tenured faculty to undergo performance reviews that in
some cases could lead to dismissal.

The recent move by the private university is drawing protests from dozens of professors and a national
association of academics.
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Suffolk professors object to new policy requiring tenured faculty to undergo performance reviews - Metro - The Boston Globe

While most public universities, including those in the
University of Massachusetts system, conduct what is called
post-tenure review, performance reviews that can result in
discipline for tenured faculty are significantly less common
at private schools, and few in the Boston area have them.

For its part, Suffolk says it is adding the reviews to ensure
that tenured professors maintain the quality of research and

teaching.

“We have to be more explicit and rigorous about

demonstrating that we are accountable,” said Suffolk president James McCarthy. “Parents, students,
accrediting agencies, and the federal government are no longer willing to accept ‘take our word for it; we're
doing a good job.””

However, he stressed that “Suffolk is not ending tenure.”

Many professors, though, see the step as an erosion of the protections of tenure and the freedom to pursue
academic studies without fear of political pressure from the university.

“This is destroying tenure; there’s no other word,” said
Charles Baker, head of the Massachusetts conference of the
American Association of University Professors, which has
issued a formal statement condemning the policy at Suffolk.

Some faculty said they do not mind the new post-tenure
review policy, but they are worried about another new set of
rules that give the university more power to discipline and
fire tenured professors, perhaps at any point and even
outside of a performance review process.

Suffolk’s board of trustees approved the changes this month as part of a broader effort to establish a
universitywide faculty handbook for its three schools, which have used separate, somewhat contradictory,
handbooks.

Under the new provisions, which take effect July 1, each of the university’s 246 tenured faculty members
will be reviewed every five years by administrators — their dean and provost — and will be given a rating
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that shows they exceed, meet, partially meet, or do not meet expectations, according to a copy of the
handbook provided to the Globe.

Positive results would probably trigger a pay raise or other form of recognition. But professors who receive
the lowest rating would be put on a development plan to improve performance. If they subsequently failed
to meet expectations, those professors could face sanctions, up to and including dismissal.

McCarthy said the language is similar to post-tenure reviews that have been administered for several years
to faculty in the university’s business school.

Only about half of private universities require such reviews, according to studies done several years ago by
Harvard University and the American Association for Higher Education and Accreditation.

Some other universities have also added post-tenure review policies in recent years. Ball State University in
Indiana is considering adopting a similar policy. Two years ago, administrators at St. Louis University
retreated on a proposal to implement reviews after pushback from professors and others, according to the

St. Louis Post-Dispatch.

A report published in 2002 by the Chronicle of Higher Education found that post-tenure review “has not
translated to significant firings of either lazy professors or controversial ones” and that some professors are
in favor of the reviews.

The portion of professors who are tenured or in tenure-track positions has dropped dramatically over the
last four decades, says the professors’ association . In 1975, about 45 percent of professors either had tenure
or were on tenure track. Today, the group said, only 24 percent of all higher education instructors hold
tenure or tenure-track positions.

At Suffolk, located downtown and on Beacon Hill, the faculty handbook contains specific language designed
to protect academic freedom for faculty. But professors said that the wording falls short. For example,
faculty said, a tenured professor whose research is sometimes critical of corporations might be worried that
the work would upset trustees, some of whom are business executives.

“In higher education today, there’s real tenure and faux tenure,” said one professor who asked not to be
identified for fear of backlash from administrators. “We’ve now been moved to faux tenure.”

John Berg, a tenured government professor at Suffolk, said he is particularly concerned by parts of the
handbook that seem vague.

“The big issue, for me, is that it seems to say that only the provost and the dean are involved in post-tenure
review — no elected faculty committee,” he said.
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But campus administrators said peer review would be a major component of the five-year assessments, and
they expect such language to be added to the handbook.

Dozens of faculty from both the college of arts and sciences and the law school at Suffolk have signed one of
two letters to protest the move.

Unlike the college of arts and sciences faculty letter, the law school letter did not specifically object to post-
tenure review. Instead, it focused its concern on a part of the handbook that allows the university to
sanction and terminate tenured faculty independent of performance reviews.

“The conferral of tenure brings with it an expectation that a tenured professor may be terminated only for
demonstrated incompetence or substantial neglect of duty; serious professional or personal misconduct; or
severe financial exigency,” said a copy of the law school faculty’s letter obtained by the Globe.

But “the proposed handbook’s ‘actionable conduct’ section is so broadly worded that a series of minor
‘violations’ of actionable conduct provisions may be sufficient to impose major sanctions, even including
termination,” the letter said.

Suffolk administrators, taking into account opinions from the faculty senate, spent a year drafting the
handbook.

Ultimately, the handbook’s wording is controlled by trustees. While minor tweaks may be made, McCarthy
said, he does not foresee any major changes being made to the post-tenure review component.

“We have to see how this works in practice,” he said.

Matt Rocheleau can be reached at matthew.rocheleau@globe.com.
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Same-sex marriage sure to return to Supreme Court

A decade ago, some hoped — while others feared — that something fundamental had changed in American
society.

READ FULL STORY

Therese Murray asked about Probation hire, aide testifies

Francine Gannon, an aide for state Senate President Therese Murray, said she helped guide a politically
connected candidate toward a job.

READ FULL STORY

Guyanese students first to graduate from Lesley’s antiabuse
program

Thirteen teachers and social workers will receive specialized master’s degrees from a new graduate program
designed to address domestic violence and sexual abuse in Guyana.

READ FULL STORY

Stonehill graduate hopes to change lives ‘one smile at a time’

Democratic Republic of the Congo native Johnny Joseph never had a dentist when he was growing up —
now he wants to be one.

READ FULL STORY

Brockton police investigate suspicious death

Neighbors said the victim’s teenage daughter found her mother lying in a hallway of the Forest Avenue
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Gritty teen has arm reattached at Mass. General

Brett Bouchard has undergone nearly 40 hours of surgery in a bid to save his arm, which was severed in an
industrial accident.

READ FULL STORY

Harvard president’s 2012 earnings surpassed $1 million

Drew Gilpin Faust topped the $1 million mark in total compensation for the first time, while the
university’s investment managers also had a good year.

READ FULL STORY

Tsarnaev friend consented to search, call suggests
Dias Kadyrbayev reportedly said “everything that | signed, I signed it on my own.”

READ FULL STORY

Man found dead in Fenway area was attacked

A 56-year-old man was kicked and beaten in the Fenway neighborhood Thursday morning, authorities
said.

READ FULL STORY

Salisbury man stabbed wife before confronting police
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The 29-year-old man rammed a police cruiser and was fatally shot, prosecutors said.
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Jill Abramson won’t attend Brandeis commencement
The former New York Times editor, who was ousted this week, was slated to receive an honorary degree.

READ FULL STORY

Crane tips over on Commercial Street in North End

The crane’s operator and a woman who had been walking by on Commercial Street were taken to a
hospital.

READ FULL STORY

Host of Tisei fund-raiser faces criminal charges

The investor who held a fund-raiser for Congressional candidate Richard Tisei allegedly hit someone with a
vehicle in February.

READ FULL STORY

Woman seriously hurt in fall down elevator shaft at Fenway
Park

The woman fell from the fourth floor to the second when the elevator doors opened Friday night.
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US Energy secretary says climate action critical
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US Energy Secretary Ernest Moniz said Friday that changing the way the country gets its energy is critical
to protecting the climate, boosting the economy, and enhancing national security.

READ FULL STORY

US Senator Collins earns King’s endorsement in Maine

Independent US Senator Angus King endorsed his Republican colleague Susan Collins’ bid for a fourth term
in the US Senate Friday, praising her willingness to work with those outside her political party.

READ FULL STORY

CEO hopes town where 47 died will OK oil trains

The company purchasing the assets of a railroad responsible for a fiery oil train derailment that claimed 47
lives in Quebec plans to resume oil shipments once track safety improvements are made, the firm’s top
executive said Friday.

READ FULL STORY

Mercury fears make lobster closure permanent at mouth of
Penobscot River

A temporary closure of the mouth of the Penobscot River to lobster and crab fishing because of mercury
contamination risk has become permanent, Maine officials said.
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Guilty verdict reached in slaying of 3 Pittsfield men

A North Adams man has been found guilty of three counts of first-degree murder and other charges in the
2011 slayings of three Pittsfield men.
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