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Guidance for External Letters 
Selecting external reviewers: 

• Reviewers from unit’s identified peers or equivalent 
• If reviewer is not from a peer school, explain why this reviewer was selected 
• Full professors or other exceptionally well qualified evaluators are best 
• Check for conflicts of interest or a close relationship with the candidate (collaborator, former 

mentor, dissertation committee member, co-author). The greater the relational distance with the 
candidate, the better 

• Chair consults with dean prior to final selection of (10) reviewers 
• Make every effort to generate 8-10 letters, evenly distributed between the candidate’s list and the 

leader’s list. Putting forward a file with fewer letters and/or letters that are unevenly distributed 
disadvantages your candidate. Typically there should be a minimum of five external evaluators 
who are professors in highly respected colleges/universities (e.g., peer or aspirational peer 
institutions). 

• When numbering the C and L letters, use numbering that is inclusive of all external reviewers who 
were informally contacted. (This will indicate how many were asked but did not respond.) 

 
Strategies to increase probability of quality reviews (evaluation vs. praise): 

• Request detailed analysis and evaluation of the quality of the candidate’s 
scholarship/professional activities and their impact on the candidate’s field 

• Request they compare candidate to others in the field or subfield who are at the same point in 
their careers 

• Request they evaluate suitability of tenure and/or promotion based on ASU departmental criteria 
and at their institution 

 
Important reminders for external review: 

• External letters of evaluation are solicited on a confidential basis. Neither the names of the 
reviewers nor the contents of the letters are to be shared with the applicant for tenure or 
promotion.  

• Solicitation letters to external reviewers should include a statement which describes who will have 
access to the letters of review and the extent to which confidentiality can be assured. 

• All original external evaluation letters received must be included with the file. If possible, 
academic unit chairs/directors and deans should explain any troublesome or confusing statement 
made by an external reviewer in their internal evaluation letter. 

 
Academic Senate Requirements (4/15/85) 

For Solicitation of Outside Letters of Recommendation 
• The chair/director and dean proposes reviewers, and the candidate proposes reviewers. 

Reviewers ultimately solicited will represent both lists equally. All reviews received will be 
included in the candidate’s file. 

• Evaluations are solicited by the unit chair/director from persons of high reputation in the 
candidate’s field. 

• The reviewer is asked for a statement regarding his or her acquaintance with the applicant. 
• Guidelines with specific questions are furnished to each reviewer so that the evaluations will have 

a consistent format and can be utilized objectively. Attached is a suggested template for the 
outside letter; units may modify as needed. 

• In order to give the reviewer an opportunity to develop a quality response, the reviewer shall be 
given at least 45 days to respond; a longer time period for response is strongly recommended. 

• External letters are part of the evaluation of research, publication, and creative activity. 
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Guidance for Internal Review 
• Each level of review should provide a substantive evaluation of the case and directly address 

questions arising at earlier levels of review. Internal letters SHOULD NOT repeat case details that 
have already been addressed. Rather, evaluate the case, correct misstatements, substantiate or 
challenge claims, and provide additional information. Be scrupulous about providing evidence and 
documentation for important assertions about the case, and be sure to contextualize these 
assertions (acceptance rates in journals, significance of specific awards in your field, etc.). 

• Each level of review should make an independent recommendation that is informed by 
recommendations from previous levels of review.  

• All unit, college and university committees meeting to review tenure and/or promotion files must 
inform the chair/director or dean (as appropriate) if there are major faults or omissions in the 
material or if significant questions or possible misunderstandings arise. The dean may approve 
inclusion of additional material in order to address the concerns raised. If additional material is 
approved for inclusion in the case, that material would go into the addendum. 

 
Committee Voting 

• A plurality of the committee should be present and voting on each case. 
• All committee letters must list the names of all committee members. If a committee member does 

not participate, either due to absence or recusal or is ineligible to vote, it should be noted in lieu of 
a signature and included in the summary of the vote. The best practice is to explicitly state the 
vote such as “The vote for promotion of CANDIDATE to RANK with tenure (if applicable) is: # 
recommend and # not recommend, with # abstaining, # recused without presence and # absent.” 

o Recommend: In favor of the personnel action under consideration 
o Not Recommend: Not in favor of the personnel action under consideration 
o Abstain: Was present for the discussion, but did not vote because insufficient evidence 

was provided to make a decision. (Abstentions should be rare.) 
o Recused without presence: Was not present for the discussion and did not vote because 

of a possible conflict of interest, personal relationship, or because the committee member 
had voted on the case in a prior level of review. If a committee member is ineligible to 
vote because they are not at the rank being considered, they are considered recused. 

o Absent: Was not present for the discussion and did not vote 
• In the letter, clarify the process if there are two department votes (e.g., committee and full faculty 

or all faculty at given rank). 
• If the committee vote is split (not unanimous), explicitly state the minority view in a separate 

section of the letter. Contextualize the vote in terms of the unit bylaws. There should be one 
letter, signed by all committee members. 

 
Best Practices for Internal Letters 

• Critical review and analysis of evidence (not simply repetition of the case). Link this assessment 
to unit criteria. 

o Detailed evaluation of the candidate’s scholarly/creative activities including assessment 
of the quality and impact of the work. 

o Evaluation of the volume of scholarly activity and expected future contributions. 
o Clear specifications of the candidate’s contributions to collaborative projects (including 

external funding). 
• Respond to problems in the record. (Don’t ignore them!) 

o If there are issues raised by external reviewers, address them.  
o If there are concerns with the record in any way—teaching, research, service—provide 

any useful context. Was this a particularly difficult course to teach? What’s the funding 
rate of this agency, especially for scholars from underrepresented communities? 

• Contextualize the candidate’s record. 
o How does the candidate’s work fit into the unit/discipline? Are there things that would be 

helpful to point out? For example, has this candidate performed “invisible” work and/or 
stepped up to teach needed classes? 
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Research/Scholarship/Creative Work: 
• What kind of scholarship/creative work are valued in the field? 
• Help readers understand the quality and impact of venues 

o Citation counts 
o Data on quality of journals, juried exhibitions or other venues (e.g., rejection rates, if 

official journal of national association, ranking of presses in the field, etc.) 
o Review of books 
o Competitive grants (and reputation/quality of funding agency) 
o Are these appropriate for the work? 

• Comparative analysis of the candidate’s impact standing in the field, relative to national peers (in 
candidate’s cohort or recently tenured cohort) 

o Present comparative data reflecting quality and level of productivity 
o In what ways does the candidate’s work advance the field? What impact has it had? How 

can this be measured? 
• Analysis of the candidate’s scholarly/creative activities with respect to the unit’s and college’s 

missions. 
o Provide context: unit’s status, national position, aspirations, directions, needs 

• Interdisciplinary collaborations or joint appointments 
o Include letter from chair of collaborative unit(s) 
o Clarify nature of collaboration (e.g., research, student mentoring) 
o Evaluation of quality and impact of scholarship from perspective of second field 

• Clarify unit expectations and disciplinary culture re: individual and joint authorship and disciplinary 
norms regarding order of authorship 

o How does the candidate contribute to multi-authored work? 
o Has the candidate forged a path independent of former mentors? 

• Do not quote extensively from the external reviewers or from previous internal letters. 
o Subsequent levels of review will read the external letters, and we don’t need internal 

letters that are primarily quoting the external reviewers. Quote them judiciously to 
advance and/or illustrate your case, and to address concerns raised. 

o Letters that are largely constituted as quotations from the external reviewers are not 
helpful. 

 
Teaching: 

• Analysis of the candidate’s teaching effectiveness. 
o Include and discuss summary of teaching evaluations, mentoring activities, peer review 

or other evidence of teaching/mentoring effectiveness 
• Does the candidate teach a number of different courses? Is this within an expected range? 
• Graduate/undergraduate: What do your guidelines state regarding expectations for teaching at 

both graduate and undergraduate levels? 
• Special challenges: Does the candidate teach courses that students may find particularly difficult? 
• Mentoring: 

o How does the candidate’s mentoring record reflect unit priorities? 
o What kinds of graduate mentoring opportunities are available in your unit? 

• Curricular development: Has the candidate created new courses or teaching platforms? 
 
Service: 

• Analysis of the quality of the candidate’s service contributions. 
• Time dedicated: Does the candidate spend an appropriate amount of time on service? 
• Effectiveness: Can you cite examples of how the candidate’s service has been effective? 
• Leadership: Has the candidate taken on leadership roles? 
• Range: Does the candidate perform an appropriate balance of both professional and institutional 

service? 
• Does the candidate engage with the local community? 
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Example: Academic Unit Personnel Committee Letter That Needs Improvement 
 

(Maroon text indicates descriptive text that needs more evaluative/critical commentary of the candidate’s 
impact. Compare it to the corresponding maroon text in the chair/director letter that follows.) 

 
To: Academic Unit Chair/Director  
From: Academic Unit Personnel Committee  
 
The members of the Academic Unit Personnel Committee unanimously support Dr. Mark Green’s 
application for promotion to associate professor with tenure.  
 
Professor Green has demonstrated an original, even “cutting edge” research agenda through his well-
developed record of publications at this point in his career. He is the second author of a book, has 
published 5 chapters in scholarly books, twelve articles in refereed journals (2 as single author), and 
another 6 articles and technical reports in non-refereed publications. He has been prolific in writing 
funding proposals, with 3 funded internally and 1 funded externally. He has delivered more than 60 
presentations, half of them as sole author.  
 
Dr. Green’s instructional activities are equally impressive. He has developed 3 new courses and modified 
2 existing courses. He is mentoring 5 doctoral students and serves on the committees of 12 other 
doctoral students. He has also offered one of his courses as an online course. Dr. Green’s student 
evaluations of instruction are very strong (most courses in the 4.5-5.0 range, and one in the 3.5 to 4.0 
range on a scale of 1 to 5 where 5 is highest). He has received a college teaching award and 
observations of his teaching by peers were all very positive.  
 
Dr. Green has also excelled in the area of service. He has served on 3 editorial boards, as guest reviewer 
for numerous publications, and as reviewer for 8 books – all indications of the respect in which he is held 
by the field. He has served on numerous departmental and college committees and 2 University 
committees. He has numerous community service activities on his c.v. as well.  
 
Letters from 4 external reviewers who are leaders in the field were received. All expressed overwhelming 
support for Dr. Green’s tenure and promotion to associate professor. 
 
 

Example: Good Academic Unit Chair/Director Letter 
 
TO: Henry Fonda, Dean 
FROM: Burt Reynolds, Chair/Director 
RE: Promotion to Associate Professor with tenure for Dr. Connie Francis 
 
The purpose of this memorandum is to provide my interpretation of the credentials of Dr. Connie Francis 
who is applying for promotion to Associate Professor with tenure in the Department of Best Cutting Edge 
Discipline at Arizona State University. Dr. Francis was hired by ASU in 1997 after completing her Ph.D. In 
her 6 years at ASU, Dr. Francis has significantly exceeded our department’s criteria in all three areas of 
research, teaching, and service. Not only is our departmental recommendation unanimous, but the 
outside letters of support also are unanimously supportive. I am pleased to strongly endorse these 
recommendations - in my view; few young scholars have accomplished what Dr. Francis has 
accomplished. She has set a new standard for our junior faculty, one that few are able to achieve. 
 
Department Standards for Tenure/Promotion to Associate Professor. To receive a positive 
recommendation for interim evaluations or for promotion and tenure, the candidate must be evaluated, 
minimally, as average in research, teaching, and service with an above average ranking in research and 
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teaching. Furthermore, all faculty are expected to conform to a high standard of personal and professional 
ethics. More specifically, promotion to the ranks of Associate Professor requires demonstration of the 
following: 

- Refereed publications  
- Creativity and independence in research 
- Demonstrated competence in subject matter as evidenced through teaching and mentoring 
- Effective service to academic unit, college, university and community 
- Evidence of professional service and activity (e.g. active participation in related professional 

associations, editing/reviewing for professional journals, speeches, presentations at national 
professional conferences) 

- National recognition (e.g. recognition by established leaders in the candidate’s field of her/his 
contributions, service on editorial boards or on professional organizations’ boards etc.) 

 
Interpretation of Outside Letters. All of the external reviewers of Dr. Francis’s credentials are successful 
senior faculty members at major universities, and are scholars of national reputation in Cutting Edge 
Disciplines or related fields. All of the reviewers know Dr. Francis professionally, but none have such 
close associations with her that would endanger an objective evaluation. Significantly, all of the reviewers 
indicated that Dr. Francis is worthy of tenure and promotion. Persistent themes in these letters reflect the 
fact that Dr. Francis is considered to be: (1) a researcher who had made significant contributions to the 
field of cutting edge #1, cutting edge #2, and cutting edge #3, and cultural issues related to these, (2) an 
established scholar who is addressing important topics of scholarship, (3) a researcher whose 
publications are in highly respected journals with high rates of rejection, and (4) a well-rounded scholar 
who has served her profession, her students, and her university well. 
 
… Her work is viewed as programmatic, original, sophisticated, and influential. Importantly, all of the 
reviewers explicitly recommended that she be granted tenure at ASU and that she would be very likely to 
achieve tenure and promotion at their institutions, some of which are the finest in the country. 
Impressively, two of the reviewers are editors of top-level journals. The reviewers also consider Dr. 
Francis to have made significant contributions in instruction and service. These are significant sources of 
support as these individuals are highly experienced in reviewing and evaluating the work of many 
individuals. As such, it is clear that she is viewed as one of the most accomplished young scholars in the 
country and all reviewers feel that her potential in the future is even greater… 
 
Significance/Quality of Research. Dr.Francis’s research focuses primarily on issues related to the linkage 
of cutting edge discipline with a traditional discipline. In this work, she integrates rigorous conceptual and 
methodological models that allow her to examine interesting developmental processes. All external 
reviewers noted the sophisticated and strong theoretical and methodological rigor of her work, and the 
impact it has had. As noted by one reviewer (reviewer L5), “although her vita gives evidence of great 
productivity, it does not show just how pervasive her impact on the research in her field has been.” 
Impressively, Dr. Francis has taken on a leadership role in her work - as evidenced by her first-authored 
publications and her role as a Principal Investigator on a large federal grant that she was awarded. 
Moreover, this funded work focuses on X, thus contributing to our understanding of diversity and culture. 
 
Dr. Francis has published a total of 21 peer-reviewed journal articles or book chapters… Importantly, she 
is publishing her work in some of the top journals in the field (e.g., Cutting Edge Journal, Journal of 
Cutting Edge Research, and Cutting Edge Quarterly). These are highly respected journals with rates of 
rejection 80% or greater, and are the top-ranked journals in her field of study. Most impressive is the 
consistency she has shown in both the quality and quantity of her research publications. She also has 
had significant exposure of her work through her 42 presentations at national meetings, as well as her 
participation in a number of invited conferences, symposia, and research workshops. Additionally, Dr. 
Francis has proven herself to be an excellent mentor of graduate students and evidence of this is 
provided in the number of students who are co-authors on her papers and presentations… 
 
An overall picture of Dr. Francis is that of a highly motivated investigator who is pursuing high-quality lines 
of research for which she has become highly recognized. Although much of her scholarly work has been 
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a collaborative effort between Dr. Francis and her mentors from Well-Respected Public University, it 
would be a mistake to question her independence and autonomy. The fact that she is first author on many 
of her published pieces, and her role as the PI on her federal grant, attest to her role as a leader in this 
work. Moreover, she has taken a leadership role in her other work with ASU colleagues and students. 
 
In summary, Dr. Francis has exceeded the research criteria for tenure and promotion in our department. 
Her research accomplishments demonstrate that Dr. Francis (1) has a clearly defined, programmatic, and 
independent research program, (2) contributes significantly to the knowledge base in her field through 
scholarly publications in top-quality journals and through presentations in conferences and workshops, (3) 
is recognized by peers for her contributions to the field and has established a national reputation as an 
outstanding researcher and scholar, and (4) continues to show progress and promise as a researcher 
and leader in her field of study. Thus, Dr. Francis is considerably above average in research quality and 
productivity. 
 
Teaching. Dr. Francis has developed into an effective and versatile instructor. She generally teaches two 
courses each semester; however, at various times she has received course reductions to pursue her 
research (spring, 1998, 1999, fall, 2001, and spring, 2002). She teaches moderate- and large-sized 
undergraduate upper-division courses, as well as small, intensive graduate courses. 
 
Our student evaluations consist of two components: (1) a rating of the instructor - focusing on aspects 
such as knowledge, responsiveness, and respect for students, etc. and (2) a rating of the course - 
focusing on aspects related to grading, text, level of work, etc. (NOTE: in our evaluation rating system, 
lower scores reflect better evaluations in courses taught before spring 2012. In fall 2012 we moved to 
using an online system where 5 reflects a better evaluation.) Based on these evaluations, Dr. Francis has 
demonstrated consistently positive teaching evaluations. Across all classes, Dr. Francis has an overall 
instructor rating of 1.36 (out of 5). The evaluation of the class component of her courses averaged 1.61. 
Based on our 5-point scale (with 3 reflecting average performance), Dr. Francis is consistently well above 
average and is generally in the top third of the ratings... More detailed information on the department 
evaluations is available for the past 3 years (see Summary of Student Evaluation of Instruction). 
Comparisons of Dr. Francis’s overall ratings the past 3 years revealed that her mean evaluations are 
generally better than those for the entire department. This is true when comparing her scores for 
undergraduate or graduate courses. Her evaluation scores also are at about the mean levels of those at 
the same rank and better than the average ratings for those faculty at the next rank of Associate 
Professor. Thus, Dr. Francis is perceived by our students to provide high-quality instruction across a wide 
variety of courses and assignments. (Summary of Student Evaluation of Instruction containing courses, 
mean teaching evaluations per course compared to academic unit or course averages). 
 
The second formal instructional evaluation used in the department is a review of Dr. Francis’s syllabi and 
course materials. Based on the materials provided, it is clear that Dr. Francis is an innovative, rigorous, 
and dedicated teacher… 
 
Professional Activities and Services. In our department, we try to limit the service responsibilities and 
expectations of our junior faculty, particularly in their early years. Despite this, Dr. Francis has made 
exceptional service contributions… She has been a valuable member of some of our most important 
department committees … and has been an active member of some of our search committees. 
 
One of the most important service contributions Dr. Francis has made is in her commitment to service to 
her profession. The most visible evidence of this is her role on the editorial board of Cutting Edge 
Quarterly—one of the premier journals in the field… 
 
Chair/Director Recommendation. Based on the criteria established in our department for tenure and 
promotion, I strongly agree with our review committee that Dr. Francis has met and surpassed these 
criteria. She has established a nationally recognized program of research and scholarship, she is an 
outstanding instructor and mentor of students, and she is a valuable department citizen who is 
participating in her scholarly and service responsibilities at the national and state levels. Her record of 
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teaching, research, and service exceeds our criteria for tenure and promotion. All external reviewers 
concur with this conclusion and recognize the potential for her continued contributions in research, 
teaching, and service. She is recognized as one of the most promising researchers in her field and her 
record of accomplishments is considered exceptional. 
 
In addition, our department depends greatly on Dr. Francis’s contributions. Her role in our department is 
critical to our graduate program and finding someone who is as competent and collegial as Dr. Francis 
would be difficult. This attests to the critical significance of Dr. Francis’s contributions and value in the 
department. 
 
In summary, without hesitation I believe that Dr. Francis’s record of performance and accomplishments 
surpass our criteria for tenure and promotion. I strongly support her application for tenure and promotion 
and recommend that she be granted both. 
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