Faculty Ombudsperson’s Report: August through April, 2006-2007

The Office of Faculty Ombudsperson, established in the summer of 2006, is intended to enhance the work of the faculty and the mission of the University by providing support and assistance to faculty.  It endeavors to insure that faculty members are treated fairly and equitably.  The Office maintains standards of confidentiality, neutrality, independence and informality.  The Ombudsperson serves as a resource for communication, problem solving, dispute resolution and referral.  

This report covers the first nine months of the Office from August, 2006 through April, 2007.  It surveys the number and general categories of faculty I have seen and the type of issues and problems raised; provides an overview of what I have done to establish and publicize the office; and offers observations on the role of the Ombudsperson.

Since August, 28 faculty members have contacted me directly, and I have consulted in person with 24 of those (4 have been only e-mail/phone queries).  With several faculty members, I have had multiple meetings, sometimes involving consultation and/or meetings with other faculty or administrators.  A few of these cases receive ongoing attention.  I have conducted a mediation between two faculty members and facilitated a negotiation between a faculty member and chair. In some instances, a faculty member presents a straightforward question or concern, but often the issues involved are multiple and layered.  No one response or course of action would resolve them or be fitting.  

Statistics

The percentage of faculty members that sought out the Ombudsperson in the past nine months is consistent with general use guidelines.  By that measure, the Office is being well utilized.  However, given the Office is still in its first year and taking into account the absolute number of faculty seen and the variety of concerns presented, it is too soon to offer definitive generalizations or conclusions. 
A listing of the demographic data is included as an addendum to this report.  A few aspects of that data are worth highlighting.  Initially, more full professors sought me out.  In second semester, however, most of the new visitors have been assistant professors.  More female faculty than male faculty have contacted me.  Given there are over twice as many male faculty as female faculty, by percentage, this difference is even greater. Most of the situations involving multiple contacts have been with female faculty members. The number of faculty of color who have utilized the Office are few, though in terms of percentage of population, there is not a significant difference. 

A fairly equal number of the faculty I have worked with have been from Biology and Medicine, as from the rest of the University.  However, by percentage, I have seen more faculty from Biology and Medicine.  All but one of the (research) faculty I have seen are in Biology and Medicine. 

Reasons for contact and areas of concern

Faculty members have presented a wide variety of concerns.  Some are fairly specific, such as questions about leave policies or problems with health insurance.  Others are more complex and potentially more problematic, such as departmental dynamics and conflicts, accusations of mistreatment, the perception of inappropriate behavior and concerns about support and status, including denial of tenure and salary levels.   A number of complaints have involved the department chair, even if not directly.  Faculty have also asked to discuss career options and for assistance in making and/or communicating a decision.  

Other activities

Since the Office of Faculty Ombudsperson was new this year, a good deal of effort went into setting up, organizing and equipping the office, as well as making its presence known and communicating its functions.  The Office is currently in Hillel which has afforded a hospitable and welcoming environment.  To publicize the Office and its services, I established a website, printed and distributed bookmarks, sent e-mails and/or mail to department chairs, all faculty and junior faculty.  I extended an offer to chairs to attend department meetings and explain my role.  Five departments accepted and I visited their department meetings.  I also attended a Chairs’ meeting to introduce myself and wrote an article for the fall edition of the faculty bulletin.

In addition, I had introductory meetings with senior administrators and others who work with faculty and met more than once with the Dean of the Faculty and members of his staff, as well as members of the Dean of Biology and Medicine staff, in order to discuss my role and the work of those offices.  I also met and consulted, as appropriate, with the Faculty Executive Committee Officers, reported to the Faculty Executive Committee and accepted the invitation of the Medical Faculty Executive Committee to attend a meeting.

In the interest of visibility and to learn more about the experience and needs of faculty, I have attended faculty meetings, junior faculty lunches at the Sheridan Center, the luncheon to present the Advance Grant, the new faculty lunch hosted by the Dean of the Faculty and other meetings and gatherings as appropriate and of which I am aware.  I also met with the Committee on Diversity in Hiring and the Committee on the Status of Women in order to introduce myself and the Office.

The International Ombudsman Association provides colleague support and training. I have joined the Association and participated in two training conferences, as well as a meeting of the East Coast Ombuds Group.  Although universities and other institutions have had ombuds offices for decades, the profession is still young and continuing to develop its professional standards and procedures.

Observations on the Ombudsperson’s role

My goal is first to help faculty deal with problems and concerns themselves.  I listen to their situations and needs and discuss and assess options and strategies with them. Faculty have voiced appreciation for having an “unaligned” place to go and for the assistance I have provided.  

If it is appropriate and helpful, and with the faculty member’s consent, I may help facilitate or mediate a conversation between or among faculty and/or administrators.  I may also seek out information or be the conduit of communication.  Senior administrators and staff have been readily available to me when I have called upon them.  They have also referred faculty members to me.  

Awareness and understanding of the Office of Faculty Ombudsperson are, however, still developing.  Not all faculty or administrators necessarily think of the Office as a resource, especially for issues and concerns that are more departmental or institutional.  Sometimes the expectations faculty have of the Office are other than or beyond what an Ombudsperson can do.  An Ombudsperson does not have decision-making authority nor institutional authority, other than the power of persuasion and access to University offices.

Part of my work this year has been clarifying with faculty and administrators what the scope and dimensions of my role are and getting to know the faculty’s concerns and issues.  This process is ongoing, as is the process of integrating the work of this Office into the University   I would offer three areas to continue to pursue.

Visiting departments:  I would reissue my invitation to visit departmental meetings and introduce myself.  I hope to be invited to more departments next year.

Training and consulting:  I am available as a resource for training in such areas as conflict management, facilitating groups and communication, as well for consulting with departments.  My focus in on process – e.g., how decisions are made or how difficult discussions are managed – rather than the content of decisions or discussions.

Systemic issues:  As I work with more faculty, areas of general concern may well emerge that might call for systemic or programmatic response.  For example, I have already observed several instances of junior faculty experiencing isolation because there are so few or no other junior faculty in their department.  If junior faculty are going to have peer support, they need to make connections across departments. I know certain program initiatives, such as those housed under the Advance grant, are paying attention to this situation.  Another example, involves (research) faculty.  Although most of the public conversation about the status of (research) faculty has been in relation to the sabbatical leave policy, the (research) faculty who have talked with me have been concerned about status, position and role within the University, especially given the changing and shrinking funding climate.  I hope the attention that is already being given to these matters within the University will help clarify the status of (research) faculty, including the differences in role and situation among those faculty.

Respectfully submitted,

Flora A. Keshgegian

Faculty Ombudsperson

April 24, 2007

Addendum: Faculty Ombudsperson’s Office Data: August 2006 through April 2007 




Fall


  
Spring  (continuing)

# of faculty utilizing office   

16


   
12
 (5)

# of contacts   



32



21   
 (11)



in person


27



16 
 (3)


phone consultation

3



5  
 (5)


e-mail request
only

1


e-mail consultation

1




 (3)







Gender:

male  



6



5

female   


10



7

Race/ethnicity:

White




13



10


male



4



4


female



9



6

African American


1



0


male



0


female



1

Asian/Asian American

1



1


male



1



1


female



0



0

Hispanic



1



0


male



1


female



0

Bi/multi-racial/other


0



0

Area:

Dean of Faculty


8



8

Biology and Medicine


7



4

Other/both/unknown


1



0

Rank/standing:

Professor



6



3

Associate Professor


3



1

Assistant Professor


4



4

Adjunct Professor (Research)

1



1

Associate Professor (Research)
1



2

Other
(emeritus, unknown)

1



1

Notes:

These numbers do not include other faculty or administrators contacted in dealing with specific cases.

In addition to the faculty listed above, I have had contact with 3 postdoctoral fellows and 3 staff members, a graduate student and an alum. I have tried to refer these inquiries to appropriate resources.

