
 

 
 
 
Date:  October 3, 2019 
 
To:  Geoff Mamerow (gpm15@psu.edu) 
 
From:    Nicholas Rowland, Chair 

University Faculty Senate 
 
Subject:  Senate Consultation Memo on Draft Survey Policy and Procedures  
 
On May 9, 2019, Dr. Geoff Mamerow, Assistant Director of Learning Outcomes Assessment at 
Penn State’s Office of Planning and Assessment (OPA), wrote Senate leadership on behalf of the 
University Survey Coordinating Committee (USCC) and OPA about new draft survey policy and 
procedure documents. As background, Dr. Mamerow, wrote:  
 

The USCC is a University-wide committee overseen by Vice Provost for Planning and 
Assessment Lance Kennedy-Phillips.  It was charged by Provost Jones to develop 
policies and procedures to govern “large scale” surveying practices at Penn State.  The 
aim of these policies is to reduce redundancy and improve the strategic timing of surveys 
while also increasing the quality and sharing of the data they collect. Over the last year or 
so, the USCC has worked with University stakeholders to develop a draft policy that has 
been tentatively approved by the Provost. 
 

The Senate was graciously offered the opportunity for full review of the documents before they 
are officially adopted by University administration. The proper course of action, identified by the 
Senate, was to have relevant committees review the documents in their first meeting of the 2019-
2020 academic year (September 17, 2019) and provide feedback to be included in a memo of 
consultation, which, in turn, would be submitted back to Dr. Mamerow. 
 
The documents in question, draft policy “Institutional Surveying Policy” and draft procedures 
“Institutional Surveying Process,” were distributed summer 2019-2020, and Senate leadership 
received feedback from Standing Committees on:  
  

• Faculty Affairs (Chair Renee Bishop-Pierce),   
• Faculty Benefits (Chair Ira Saltz),  
• Libraries, Information Systems, and Technology (Chair Roger Egolf), 
• Outreach (Chair Andrew Freiberg),  
• Research, Scholarship, and Creative Activity (Chair Greg Shearer), 
• Student Life (Chair Tim Robicheaux), and 
• University Planning (Chair Lisa Posey). 
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Feedback from the committees was, for the most part, positive about the policy; however, there 
were concerns, of a significant nature to the Senate, raised about the policy and associated 
process, procedure, and implementation. This memo will summarize the former then the latter.  
 
Senate endorsed the primary purpose of the policy, namely, to “improve the quality of 
information gathered through surveys” and to “ensure … [that] findings are appropriately 
available.” The Senate, therefore, affirms the value of the policy to the institution as a whole. 
Senators generally supported the idea that as increasing numbers of surveys are sent out to 
faculty, staff, and students, a policy was needed. The proposed policy was considered reasonable 
in that it was designed only to affect large-scale surveys. As one Senator put it, “At this juncture, 
data from survey work influences decision-making and evidence-based decision-making is 
especially important when working effectively with administration, so if this policy can facilitate 
that process, we should embrace it.” No Senator disagreed that timeliness, efficacy, and 
efficiency should be top priorities when it comes to surveys at Penn State. As one unnamed 
Senator remarked, “We are currently in a strong period of shared governance, and, despite my 
reservations about this proposed policy and related procedures, I have to believe that if problems 
arise, the administration will admit to the problems, and set the ship on its proper course.”  
 
While Senators voiced concern about numerous aspects of the proposed policy and procedures, 
main themes included:  
 

• Concerns over potential conflict with shared governance:  
o “We thought, for us, in the Senate, we should consider the potential for conflict 

between shared governance and this policy: What would we do if we wanted to 
understand the community’s views in a manner considered inconsistent or contrary to 
administrative interests? What recourse would we have (is there an appeals process?) 
if a survey was rejected for seemingly illegitimate reasons or reasons that undermine 
shared governance?” 

o “This is true for the Senate, but probably also active research in the education space, 
but significant concern was raised that administrative surveys would get priority over 
all other forms of survey work, the Senate or otherwise, and that the committee could 
(or even eventually must) reject other surveys because there have been too many 
administrative surveys in a given year.”  

o “Depending upon how the scheduling apparatus is implemented, the Senate may very 
well kiss goodbye any chance of doing expansive surveys, as our leadership turns 
over annually – if surveys can be scheduled months, if not years in advance, knowing 
the academic calendar year is only 9 months long, it would not be hard for 
administration to chew-up most if not all of the bandwidth in any given year, 
conceivably, a year or years in advance of anyone else at the University.” 

o “Nobody is going to miss the old days of plastering our inboxes with survey after 
survey, but this solution, in solving that problem (for which we are grateful), 
produces the potential for other problems. We are not saying ‘pick your poison’ so 
much as raising the flag that this policy, as written, places a substantial burden on the 
group responsible for implementing it – and we fear that decisions to support 
administrative surveys will regularly rule the day; then, as a research institution, 
surveys for research purposes will get secondary preference; and, finally, surveys 
associated with shared governance may get what, if anything, is left.”  



 
• The potential undue burden placed on the smallest units:  

o “Some of the smallest units are pretty small. Great Valley, for example, or Dickinson 
Law, can’t have 50 faculty between them – they’re supposed to use this survey 
structure, as small campuses, according to this policy. Let’s face it: They couldn’t 
gather orders for an all-campus lunch without violating this policy. I’m being 
facetious, of course, but even modest poles (i.e., for work, like a doodle poll, for 
official scheduling) would potentially violate this policy on the smallest units.”  

o “This policy seems to put small campuses (<2000 students) at a disadvantage because 
essentially all surveys would need to be approved by the committee.”  

o “It was mentioned that the library (which is multi-campus) and various multi-location 
departments conduct smaller surveys all the time to glean information, for example, 
for assessment; do they get a pass since they are not bound by location?” 

o “Policy has the potential of slowing down, considerably, educational research for 
different departments on the campuses or units, for professional researchers and 
especially for small units doing self-study.”  

o “It might border on ridiculous, at times, for smaller and especially the smallest 
campuses with regard to surveying faculty. It seems like a lot of work to survey 35 or 
so faculty members (and you would easily hit the identified percentage mark 
surveying only 35 at a few locations).” 

o “I thought the One Penn State 2025 vision was supposed to get us away from 
perpetually thinking about Penn State as a series of locations – this policy is explicitly 
location-based in its standards for the campuses, especially smaller ones.” 

 
• Lack of transparency in terms of annual reporting:  

o “Will the committee be required to report to anyone (e.g., produce an annual report of 
surveys they reviewed and what was the outcome)? Senate might like to be made 
aware of the results on an annual basis.”  

o “We thought it is always, to some extent, arbitrary when you reject a survey, to say 
‘These are the factors,’ without explaining how you will weigh said factors. However, 
if there is transparency when they do reject surveys, that would be okay. Maybe an 
annual report summarizing the rational for acceptance and rejection, including rates, 
would work.” 

o “Is there any way to monitor the group, such that they voluntarily reveal statistics 
about their work (i.e., applications submitted/approved)? There has to be some 
reporting out, we thought.” 

 
• Concern that this policy may be unenforceable under certain circumstances:  

o “What are the consequences of failing to go through the committee? I can imagine 
ignorance of the new policy being a factor so that surveys are administered without 
review.”  

o “The committee probably needs some statement on what they can do after the fact 
(i.e., in the unlikely event that a survey slips through their net merely by accident or 
ignorance or even malintent).”  

o “Even with this policy, is there really any ability to stop anyone from surveying 
faculty, staff, or students by obtaining emails on the website? We think not. As such, 
this policy may be difficult to enforce, at least, from that perspective.” 



 
• Lack of clarity on how this policy shapes process flow from IRB to USCC:  

o “The procedure mentions that it rightly does not change IRB requirements, but if the 
survey is part of an IRB approved study, then does it get excluded from committee 
oversight, or does the IRB need to forward the survey to the committee and monitor 
for approval?”  

o “Who is responsible for managing the transition between IRB and USCC? If the 
policy is supposed to streamline and make this process more efficient, having surveys 
fall through the cracks would be unseemly.”   

o “What of studies that meet IRB approval but fail to get USCC approval? Seems like a 
lot of time, energy, and resources could be wasted in the space between.” 

o “Will this slow down IRB approval? Will CATS IRB need a new question added to 
new study applications related to USCC? Suggest they send this policy to all the IRB 
chairs/HSPO offices for review.” 

 
• Lack of a formal designation for officially approved surveys:  

o “Without some official seal, are we to assume that all surveys are, in fact, legitimate 
surveys? That seems less than ideal. Why not some signal that the proper process was 
followed, perhaps with links to an audit trail of some kind.”  

o “Are there consequences for faculty, students, or staff who complete, let’s say, 
‘illegitimate’ surveys (i.e., that are not approved)? If faculty cannot send out 
illegitimate surveys, then they should not be filling out illegitimate surveys either, as 
that undermines the policy, but how are faculty to know any better or distinguish 
between good and bad surveys?” 

o “We know that there have been internal e-mail phishing experiments at the University 
over the past few years; recommend 1) phishing experiments not contain outwardly 
appearing university surveys in any form; and 2) there should be some recognition 
that ‘official’ survey designations may be co-opted by outside enterprises and used 
against Penn State in ways that are difficult to imagine, but feel nearly inevitable.”  

o “How will faculty, staff, and students know that any given survey is an approved 
survey?”  

o “Could the policies or procedures clarify when something is approved (e.g., some 
official designation) or a website that verifies any given survey is on the ‘good’?”   

 
On behalf of the University Faculty Senate, thank you for reaching out for consultation. 
 
CC:  Dawn Blasko  
        Paula Brown 
 Renee Bishop-Pierce 
 Andrew Freiberg 
 Greg Shearer 
 Lisa Posey 
 Ira Saltz 
 Roger Egolf 
 Tim Robicheaux  
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