
Performance Counseling and Dealing With Unsatisfactory Performance

Importance and Purpose of Performance Counseling


Performance counseling offers the chair a valuable communications tool that, properly used, can significantly enhance relations with faculty members and improve the department’s chances for attaining its goals.  Performance counseling is here defined as a regular although not necessarily formal contact between the chair and the individual faculty members for the purpose of discussing successes and failures in completing assignments and duties.  It is a two-way communications device that affords chairs and faculty members an opportunity to express their concerns and needs.  Failure to provide this opportunity can become a grievance issue in the case of faculty members whose performance has been labeled as deficient at evaluation time.  At many institutions, performance counseling is required by state law, institutional policy, or collective bargaining agreement.


Some department chairs shirk the responsibility of providing performance counseling because they view this activity as nonprofessional or even degrading.  They regard faculty members as professional peers and feel that infringing on or criticizing a fellow faculty member’s professional activities is unjustifiable.  This attitude is particularly prevalent in institutions in which department chairs serve on a rotating basis; it also exists in departments in which the chair’s academic rank happens to be lower than that of his or her peers.  Both chairs and faculty members will find performance counseling more acceptable, however, when they see that it can pave the way for more palatable decisions about promotion, tenure, and salary increases.


Chairs are also reluctant to provide performance counseling because it demands a complete understanding of department goals and objectives, the ability to make specific assignments for faculty members, and experience in assessing what constitutes acceptable performance standards.  Meeting these requirements is no small matter and requires a great deal of thought and maturity.  Further, the skills involved cannot easily be taught, because they require an intuitive judgment that not all chairs possess equally.


Perhaps the most important advice that can be given to performance counselors is—avoid distorting the record.  Chairs often tend to look for strong points that can offset weak points or gloss over problems, especially those considered minor.  Another distortion results when justifiable criticisms are turned into compliments.  For example, a faculty member who gives unreasonably difficult examinations and fails an excessive number of students may be described by the chair as a teacher who “demands a high standard of excellence from students!”  Such distortions merely avoid the issues and undermine the counseling approach, if not the entire evaluation procedure.
Dealing with Unsatisfactory Performance


One of a chair’s most difficult and unpleasant duties is to inform faculty members that their performance has been unsatisfactory.  Nevertheless, unsatisfactory performance must be dealt with, since bad situations often deteriorate even more if left unattended.  Because chairs are colleagues of the faculty members whose performance is deemed inadequate, the problem of how to confront those colleagues is often perplexing.  Some basic principles, practices, and techniques can be useful when attempting to remedy certain situations.


Unsatisfactory performance is handled most effectively if it is identified early.  Early detection of an unhealthy situation allows time for diagnosis and remediation.  How, then, does a chair recognize a developing problem that requires attention?  First, the faculty member’s performance must be compared with predetermined standards of satisfactory performance.  In this discussion we will assume that the department has developed criteria that are used to determine whether or not a faculty member’s performance is acceptable in areas of teaching, research, service, and other assigned duties.


Some unsatisfactory behaviors, such as unethical or illegal conduct, must simply be stopped to prevent irreparable harm.  Other problems that occur because of rule or policy infractions generally are easily handled provided the chair has at least a modicum of courage.  Institutional policy statements, faculty constitutions, or collective bargaining agreements may give the chair significant authority in such matters.  For example, most institutions require that faculty members who accept outside employment report such employment before beginning the work.  Such activity may well affect performance, especially if the faculty member is off campus one or more days per week.  A faculty member’s failure to follow this rule should be dealt with directly and firmly if the violation appears to be intentional.


Another example of unacceptable behavior is a faculty member’s failure to hold office hours as required by university regulations or to meet scheduled classes. Repeated behavior of this type simply cannot be tolerated.  The chair’s job is not to be a policeman but to correct actions that are not in the best interests of students and the department.  The effective chair simply must engage in direct action, through informal as well as formal means.


Unsatisfactory performance, like most behavior, usually has a discernible cause or cluster of causes.  The chair must learn to search for possible causes before attempting to discuss with the faculty member the behavior in question.  Most instances of unsatisfactory performance are usually linked to personal matters, environmental matters related to employment, or both.


Personal matters that may cause unsatisfactory performance include the following:

1. Lack of competence.  Incompetence takes various forms.  A faculty member may perform poorly in teaching a certain course because he or she was trained in another area and does not possess the requisite knowledge to teach the assigned course.  Other persons may lack pedagogic skills or may be unable to organize course content or to manage field experiences.

2. Lack of mental or physical ability to carry out assigned duties.  Certain faculty members not only demonstrate incompetence but also seem unable to acquire necessary skills, no matter how hard they try.  For example, a biology professor whose training was in taxonomy lacked the detailed knowledge of biochemistry and physiology necessary for teaching courses in modern biology.  Furthermore, he seemed to lack the mental ability to master the new material.  Another example is an education professor who lacked the physical stamina required to travel extensively while supervising interns.  A few faculty members perform poorly because they are simply too lazy to devote the necessary effort to their tasks.

3. Lack of understanding of what is expected.  Some faculty members do not have a clear idea of what their duties are, or their view of their responsibilities conflicts with the views of the chair and the department.  For example, a faculty member who felt that teaching was her main responsibility received a poor evaluation because of her lack of research activity.  She did not understand that all members of her department were expected to conduct research.  Another faculty member thought that teaching off-campus courses fulfilled his responsibilities and refused to serve on committees.  As a result, his overall evaluation in the area of service was unsatisfactory.

4. Lack of proper attitude or appropriate temperament.  Some faculty members do not have the appropriate temperament or attitude to carry out certain assignments.  For example, some extremely competent scholars seem temperamentally incapable of teaching undergraduate general education courses.  Although very successful with graduate courses in their specific fields, they lack patience and understanding with students whose major interests may lie elsewhere.  Other faculty members are resentful of duties they consider demeaning.  Such duties may include undergraduate counseling, off-campus teaching, service on certain committees, and attendance at official functions.  These negative attitudes often lead to poor performance.

Environmental matters that may contribute to poor performance include the following:

1. Social pressures and lack of acceptance by colleagues.  A faculty member’s apathy and poor performance may be linked to lack of acceptance by colleagues.  There are many reasons why some faculty members are not socially accepted.  Some are perceived as having abrasive personalities.  Others may be thought of as unwelcome intruders thrust upon the department as a result of reorganization.  Still others may be rejected because of differences in age, sex, or lifestyle.  Some persons collapse under the pressure of trying to emulate successful colleagues.

2. Lack of incentives.  Some faculty members are not motivated to perform well because of insufficient incentives.  These incentives may include adequate financial rewards, public recognition for achievements, and perquisites such as travel expenses for professional meetings or even a parking space.

3. Lack of appropriate facilities and pleasing environment.  A faculty member’s performance may suffer because of inadequate physical facilities and resources such as laboratory equipment, office space, libraries, and classroom environments.  Dissatisfaction with the social and physical climate of the community at large may also affect the quality of his or her performance.

4. Lack of adequate leadership.  In some instances a faculty member’s poor performance may be directly related to counterproductive interaction with the department chair.  The faculty member may receive insufficient encouragement, praise, direction, or supervision.  As a result, he or she may perceive a lack of concern on the chair’s part.  Other chairs may supervise too closely (micromanage) thereby causing undue anxiety and tension.

In attempting to deal with a faculty member whose performance is considered unsatisfactory, the chair should first learn as much as possible about the personal and environmental matters that may be affecting the faculty member’s behavior.  The chair may know some of these circumstances from personal observation, some from observation by other faculty members.  In most instances it is advisable for the chair to meet with the faculty member in question to discuss the matter.  The chair should prepare for the encounter by giving thought to the following suggestions.


First, it is difficult to tell someone that his or her performance has been unsatisfactory without provoking a defensive reaction.  Defensiveness is natural, and even the chair may become defensive when confronting a faculty member whose performance is unsatisfactory.  But defensiveness is counterproductive and should be minimized whenever possible.  If the discussion regarding the faculty member’s performance is seen as a counseling session rather than as an interview for formal evaluation, any potential defensiveness may be diffused.  The discussion should be just that—a discussion, not a lecture.  The chair should try to involve the faculty member, rather than reprimand him or her.  As mentioned earlier, the chair should start a dialogue with a faculty member at the first hint of difficulty and continue the dialogue at regular intervals.  In this way, discussion of instances of poor performance will arise within a context of openness and will not provoke an immediate negative reaction.  The chair should avoid lumping all a faculty member’s shortcomings into one bundle and dumping it on the unsuspecting person without warning.  


The chair may perceive unsatisfactory faculty performance as a personal insult or as a poor reflection of his or her leadership abilities.  He or she may also feel guilty about a faculty member’s shortcomings.  These reactions should not be allowed to develop into anger or hostility toward the faculty member.  The chair should be as self-controlled and as calm as possible, since emotional responses are always counterproductive.  Yet the chair needs to recognize his or her feelings and anxieties and not try to repress them completely.  At times, however, poor performance may be caused by the chair’s behavior.  In such cases, the chair should admit to this possibility and not try to project an image of omniscience and infallibility.


The faculty member should be made to feel that the chair is genuinely interested in bringing about positive changes and is willing to spend as much time and effort as is necessary to do so.  The faculty member should also be made to feel that his or her poor performance need not be shouldered alone, that it is a problem for the whole department and can be solved cooperatively for the good of the department.  What must be determined, therefore, is how best to solve the problem, not who should be blamed.  Problem solving requires the chair’s empathetic understanding of the faculty member and the ability to see the other person’s point of view.  To relieve the faculty member’s anxiety, the chair must point out that others have had similar problems that have been successfully resolved.  


When the chair has achieved the proper frame of mind for performance counseling, he or she should again review the personal and environmental matters discussed earlier to see if anything can be done to change the situation.  The faculty member should be encouraged to participate in the dialogue and make suggestions for change.  If the dialogue goes well, some of these suggestions may correspond to those of the chair.  At the same time, the chair should be flexible enough to change his or her mind when new insights emerge as the result of dialogue.  Some measures within the realm of the department’s authority or control include providing opportunities for retraining faculty members who lack certain competencies; providing opportunities for reassignment for those who lack the ability to gain competence or whose health requires less demanding tasks; providing more preparation time for those who are overloaded or overworked; and changing or upgrading facilities for a better research atmosphere.  Faculty members who are experiencing a personal crisis may benefit from a new assignment, for the change may give them a renewed sense of importance and productivity.  Sometimes unsatisfactory performance cannot be remedied.  Although an attempt should be made to resolve the problem, the chair must be able to recognize and accept the fact that some faculty members’ performance cannot be improved.

Initiating and Conducting a Dialogue about Unsatisfactory Performance

The importance of dialogue in solving problems of poor performance has been emphasized.  Following are some concrete suggestions to the chair about how to initiate and conduct a discussion with a faculty member.

· Make a personal contact, during which you can invite the faculty member to meet with you to talk about his or her progress towards reaching performance expectations.  Do not send a memorandum to the faculty member listing his or her areas of unsatisfactory performance and asking that an appointment be made with you to discuss them. A private and uninterrupted meeting should be arranged for this purpose.

· Try to allay the faculty member’s anxiety by being calm and cool.  Let the faculty member know that his or her personal worth is respected and that his or her abilities are appreciated, but that specific changes in performance are necessary.

· Be open-minded, tolerant, and cooperative, and encourage the faculty member to express his or her point of view.  Be considerate.  Listen attentively to what is being said without interrupting, and keep sufficient control over the discussion so that it does not develop into a shouting match or an abusive argument.

· Be as empathetic as possible and give credit where credit is due, but try to focus on those areas that need improvement and on the possible solutions to the problem.  Feelings of friendship should not be allowed to stand in the way of challenging unsatisfactory performance.

· When pinpointing poor performance, be specific and descriptive, rather than ascribe a blanket negative value to the performance.  Be ready to offer concrete suggestions about what needs to be done, especially when the faculty member seems unable to develop his or her own plan.  At the same time, keep the plan flexible.


The meeting should result in the development of a course of action that is agreed upon by both chair and faculty member and that includes specific objectives and a schedule for achieving them.  The chair should arrange additional meetings, if necessary, and keep a written record of the dialogue and its conclusions.  The faculty member deserves to have a copy of the record of the meeting.  A note of caution: the chair should not try to give psychological counseling to the faculty member or even suggest that it is needed.  Experience has shown that giving this kind of advice, even when it is solicited, sometimes results in legal action against the chair or the university or both.

Maintaining a Record of Performance Counseling


The chair’s responsibility for maintaining a record of performance counseling, including comments on successful and outstanding accomplishments as well as problem areas, is increasingly important.  This record need not be extensive or detailed, and it should not be kept secret from the faculty member involved.  It can be as valuable to the faculty member as it is to the chair, since the faculty member soon gains a clearer picture of the performance standards expected by the chair.  The performance counseling record is a valuable document when decisions about promotion, tenure, or salary adjustments are made.  When promotion, tenure, or salary adjustments must be denied, the chair must be able to document that a reasonable effort has been made to assist the faculty member to improve poor performance.  Summaries of performance counseling actions should go in the faculty member’s evaluation folder.


The department chair, then, should establish a regular pattern of performance counseling with the department faculty members.  This effort may be formal or informal, but the real purpose of the counseling is to establish a close working relationship with faculty members and to encourage actions that the chair feels will benefit both the faculty member and the department.  Counseling must be based on clear, definite assignments and on reasonable standards of performance in each major academic area—teaching, research, and service.  The chair must document performance counseling activities as accurately and as quantitatively as possible without overreacting with either positive or negative comments.


The improvement in faculty members’ performance as a result of performance counseling can play a significant role in promotion, tenure, and salary adjustment decisions.  Performance counseling may also prove to be important to the chair as a way of establishing and maintaining meaningful communication with faculty members.

Encouraging Good Performance


In facing the day-to-day problems of running a department, the chair can easily overlook the importance of encouraging acceptable performance.  Most faculty and staff members feel encouraged when their chair makes the effort to identify good performance and offers a sincere comment on the work.  Chairs must find time to compliment special efforts by faculty members.  Obvious performance—such as unusually high student ratings, a published paper, a successful grant proposal, or an outstanding presentation to a group of local businessmen—is easy to identify and deserves favorable comment.  The recognition of less obvious accomplishments—such as completing an assignment ahead of schedule, spending extra time with a group of students, or being available to help with an unexpected problem—can be an even greater boost for a faculty member’s morale.  


The chair should also take every opportunity to encourage actions by faculty members that will lead to successful promotions and tenure decisions and to ensure that good performance is properly documented.  The chair’s task is not to build the case for the faculty member but to have as much supporting evidence as possible when making a case for promotion or tenure.

The text of this chapter is reprinted from Chairing the Academic Department: Leadership Among Peers, by Allan Tucker, 1993.  Used with permission from the American Council on Education and the Oryx Press.
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