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1. Description and Purpose

This initiative would award up to 10 course releases per year on a competitive basis to research-active tenured faculty.  The purpose of the program would be to enable and encourage high-quality faculty scholarship and creative activity and to promote a strong and supportive research environment.

2. Rationale

The 2009 WASC Capacity and Preparatory Review includes a reflective essay entitled  Supporting the Teaching Scholar Model.  A major recommendation in the essay is to

Consider reducing the teaching load for research-active faculty to accommodate the increased demands for research, student interaction, and assessment, with the goal of gradually bringing the teaching load to five courses per year.

A draft of the 2010-2015 University Strategic Plan includes as one of four items supporting the goal of realizing the teaching scholar ideal the objective:

Reduce the teaching load for  research-active full-time tenure-stream members of the faculty and research active faculty who are making extraordinary service contributions.

The 2009 WASC Visiting Team responded to the CPR recommendation (in their final report) with the following statement:

This recommendation requires answers to the resource capacity question, the ability to determine equitably who among the faculty are “research active”, ideas to create practical, gradual reductions in teaching load, and -- perhaps most important -- a definition of success in meeting the objectives of enhanced research, students

interaction and assessment as determined by concrete, fair measures.

The FCR provides a straightforward implementation of a course reduction process that addresses many of these issues.  In particular, it will be easy to evaluate and will inform decisions about how and whether to reduce the teaching load more systemically.

Timing.   The University is presently undertaking a major Capacity Review to determine the feasibility of the various goals and objectives in the current draft of the Strategic Plan.  Reasons to conduct this pilot FCR in parallel with (or immediately following) the Capacity Review include the following. 

· Preliminary feedback on selection criteria and distribution of awards will inform the broader discussion about what level of research activity merits a reduced teaching load.

· Comparing initial proposals to final reports will provide evidence that a course release does (or does not) have significant benefit in terms of scholarly output.

· Analyzing successes and challenges in the administration of the FCR will provide direction about how best to implement a more permanent course reduction program.

· Implementing a broad-reach course release program as soon as possible will provide relief for some of the pressures many faculty are experiencing with respect to scholarship and work-life balance.

Why Project-based?  Other models for reducing the teaching load for research active faculty

include a performance-based method for awarding course reductions.  Under such models, faculty who have consistently demonstrated strong scholarship (or whose scholarship reflects

certain strategic goals of the University) would receive a course reduction.  The primary advantage to such a system is that there is little or no additional work required of the faculty member to apply; the primary disadvantage is that many of the faculty who would be well-served by the course reduction would be overlooked.  Because the driving force behind the course release recommendation (as documented in the the WASC CPR report and elsewhere) is the pressure all tenure stream faculty feel in the presence of increased demands on time, the Committee believes that a project-based model (such as this FCR) that has the potential to benefit as many faculty as possible is preferable.

Why Tenured Faculty? The University already supports junior faculty with a course reduction in the first year as well as a one-quarter junior faculty leave in the fourth year.  Awarding additional course releases on a competitive basis to pre-tenured faculty could lead to impressions or accusations of inequity.  Additionally, there is currently no course release opportunity in place for associate professors who are building up their research portfolios for promotion to full professor.  For these reasons, the Committee believes that the appropriate target group for the FCR is tenured faculty with priority given to associate professors.

FCR vs. Sabbatical.  The current sabbatical policy grants a one-quarter sabbatical for every 3 years (9 quarters) of full time teaching.  Many faculty opt to wait 6 or 9 years (in order to have a longer sabbatical of two quarters or the full year).  A solid research program requires a more sustained level of activity than one intensive sabbatical every 3 years.  Indeed, with 3 years of limited research activity a significant portion of one's sabbatical will be spent getting back up to speed, and with 6 years of limited activity one can easily fall too far behind the current state of the art to be able to make a significant contribution (and this can permanently stall a research career).  The FCR provides an opportunity for faculty to concentrate on scholarly or creative projects more frequently than once every 3 to 6 years.

FCR vs. URI.  Recently the University has initiated a similar competitive program for faculty engaging undergraduate students in research (the Undergraduate Research Initiative).  Several of the proposed models involve granting teaching credit to faculty for such activity.  While acknowledging and encouraging further resources in this area, the Committee believes that an  

additional model is needed to support research activities that, because of their technical depth or required background, might be unsuitable for work with undergraduates.  In many disciplines,

such research projects are the ones that are more likely to advance the field, strengthen tenure and promotion cases, and increase the scholarly reputation of the University.  Although work with undergraduates, if suitable, would be encouraged for FCR proposals, the intellectual merit of the project(s) would be the guiding selection criterion.

3.  Eligible Activities and Proposal Format 

Eligible activities include any research or creative project or projects that will lead to publication or performance in a high-quality venue.  Such activities might include work related to major research grant proposals.  In an effort to minimize the amount of work for both the proposers and the reviewers, we recommend a concise proposal format. 

· Title and non-technical abstract.  The abstract should be understandable to faculty who may have a general knowledge of the field, but may not be specialists.  One page maximum.

· Project description.  The main part of the proposal will be the narrative, including background, significance,  goals, methodology, expected outcomes, and a dissemination plan. Two page maximum.

· Justification and impact.  A case should be made for the necessity of the course reduction to move the project(s) forward.  The applicant should also address the anticipated impact of the course reduction on the department and on the applicant's future teaching. One page maximum.

· Vita. Include a brief curriculum vita, not to exceed two pages.  The vita should emphasize special qualifications, training, publications, awards, grants, and other data related to the proposed project.

· Chair's Letter. The proposal should include a letter from the department chair describing the impact on the department, and any additional resources the department would need in order to continue to meet its teaching obligations if the award were granted.

4.  Selection Criteria and Review Process

The primary selection criterion will be the overall intellectual merit of the proposal.  This will be determined using the following considerations:

· clarity and significance of the project(s)

· innovation

· appropriateness of the methods

· likelihood of progress

· potential for publication/performance/grants

· dissemination plan

· contribution to the proposer's scholarly development


All proposals will be reviewed and ranked by the University Research Committee (which has broad representation from across schools and disciplines) in conjunction with the Associate Provost for Research Initiatives. Any Committee members submitting proposals will recuse themselves from the review of proposals in their area.  Final approval of awards will rest with the Provost in consultation with the appropriate Deans. 

5. Restrictions and Guidelines

· A faculty member may not apply for an FCR within 3 years of having been granted a previous FCR.  

· Faculty may simultaneously apply for monetary grants (internal or external) to support the research activities, BUT making progress on the project cannot be contingent on funding that has not already been awarded.

· Faculty may use the course release in conjunction with course clustering or other course releases, but only if the significance of the project activities warrant it and the department agrees.  If a faculty member has no teaching responsibilities during a quarter as a result of an FCR, all service and advising obligations must still be met. 

6. Distribution of Awards

Currently there are 249 tenured faculty in the College, the School of Education and Counseling Psychology, the School of Engineering, and the Business School (taken from WASC data).  These are distributed as follows:



Arts & Sciences  


155



Business 

 

 54



Engineering 

 

 28




Education/Counseling Psychology     12



We propose as a target distribution of the 10 awards:




A&S Arts/Humanities  
 

3-4




A&S Natural/Social Sciences and Math
3-4




Business  




2-3




Engineering  




1-2


Education Counseling Psychology proposals will be considered within the Arts and Sciences allocation.

7. Final Report


Faculty granted awards will submit a final report that includes

· progress made on the project,

· a discussion of how the course release helped, including an estimate of how much progress would have been made on the project without the course release, and  

· a comparison with the faculty members scholarly productivity in a “typical year” without the course release.

8. Assessment Plan


After 3 years, an evaluation of the FCR pilot will be conducted by the Research Committee in conjunction with the Associate Provost for Research Initiatives.  Proposals, final reports, discussions with reviewers, recipients, chairs, administrators, and the faculty in general will all be used to determine the effectiveness of the program and to make recommendations about whether to continue/expand/alter the program.  Some specific issues to address might include: 

· clarifying/refining what it means to be “research active”,

· the effectiveness of using a competitive format to award course reductions,

· the increase in research or creative productivity resulting from a course reduction,

· best procedures for soliciting and reviewing proposals, for tracking and reporting results, and for the distribution of awards across faculty rank and schools,

· streamlining proposal format and evaluation procedures to enable scalability,

· effective ways to promote/highlight research and creative activities of faculty.
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