SED Guidance on Use of Letters of Reference in Promotion Reviews

July 16, 2007
1. The Center process for accretion promotions gives employees the opportunity to include letters of reference (solicited or unsolicited) in their Accretion Promotion Package.  The supervisor reviewing the package has discretion as to how much or how little weight is given to such letters in the decision process.

2. In order to assure availability of balanced and objective information in consideration of promotion cases, SED is issuing this guidance on obtaining letters of reference. Effective immediately for all accretion promotion cases (including those in progress), letters of reference must be solicited from people familiar with the employee’s work.  The supervisor will invite the employee to recommend names for solicitation of letters.  If the supervisor elects not to request letters from one or more of the employee’s recommended sources, the supervisor will identify to the employee those individuals from whom a reference has not been requested. This will enable the employee to solicit all letters they want to have considered in accordance with Center policy.  

3. At least four to five (4 to 5) letters of reference should be solicited to provide sufficient external input, recognizing that some may respond late or not at all.  In some cases, more references may be needed to cover the broad spectrum of the employee’s activities. 
a.  Letters of reference for scientist promotions should be solicited from scientists external to GSFC and their stature in the community should be commensurate with the proposed grade level of the promotion.  Both national and international referees as well as those who are not former dissertation advisors or frequent co-authors should be included.  A draft request for reference for science promotions is attached.

b. Letters of reference for SED engineer promotions should be requested as well but may be from GSFC scientists, engineers, and/or managers familiar with the quality of employee’s work.

4. The solicitation letters should be sent by the Division Director or Office Chief, and the responses should be received by that person to guarantee uniform treatment.  The Division Director or Office Chief (for Offices that report to the Director of) will provide the responses to the supervisor for inclusion in the supervisor’s evaluation of the promotion.   Following evaluation by the supervisor, the accretion promotion package will proceed through the management chain to the Reviewing Official in accordance with the Center promotion process. 

5. The letters of reference should be included in the accretion promotion package.  They may be sealed in an envelope marked ‘eyes only’ to protect the confidentiality of the information provided by the responders.  Confidentiality will be preserved to the greatest extent allowed by law.  
6. If during the course of developing the accretion promotion package both the employee and the supervisor agree that  one or more of the Center accretion promotion criteria cannot be met, and that they therefore will not be continuing through the accretion process, then letters of reference do not need to be solicited by management.  If, however, an employee desires that his/her promotion case go through the full review process, then letters of reference will be sought by management and included in the accretion promotion package that goes forward for review.  In addition, the employee may provide letters of reference they have solicited, and the supervisor will review those as part of the accretion promotion package.  
7. Promotions up to Full Performance Level (FPL) do not require letters of reference.

This guidance does not supersede, replace or change the Center’s Policy for accretion promotions.  In case of any conflict, the Center policy applies.

FORMAT FOR LETTER OF SOLICITATION:

Solicitation letters should be sent by the Division Director and contain the following information:

Dear Dr. __________:

I am writing to request your assistance in the consideration of Dr. XXX for promotion to GS-xx.  We consider this level to be roughly equivalent to that of an [Assistant (GS-13), Associate (GS-14), Full (GS-15)] Professor at a leading university.

I would greatly appreciate your candid evaluation of Dr. XXX’s qualifications for performing at the next level.  The performance criteria for a candidate are based, generally, on three factors:  contributions to NASA’s mission and projects, research, and service to the community at large.  Specifically, your comments on the following activities would be extremely helpful:

The candidate’s role and effectiveness in leading, enabling, and supporting flight projects or instruments, field campaigns, development of data sets, or other activities which contribute to NASA’s mission, and in representing the broader research community in performing those responsibilities.

Leadership qualities that advance the field and/or motivate other research groups to generate new ideas building on the candidate’s work.

Publication of research results in a timely and clear manner.

Service to the community through activities in support of other agencies, organizing workshops, supporting professional society activities, educational activities, communication to the general public, and/or national and international organizations and programs.

Finally, given your knowledge, would you consider the candidate for promotion to a corresponding level at your institution?

I am enclosing a copy of the candidate’s current resume to assist you in reviewing the case.  IF for any reason you do not feel comfortable in evaluating this case, please let me know.  My phone number is (301) xxx-xxxx.

I would very much appreciate receiving your response by [date].  To accelerate the process, please e-mail your response to me at [e-mail address].

Your review of Dr. XXX is for the sole purpose of helping our organization evaluate this NASA scientist for promotion.  The confidentiality of your evaluation will be preserved to the greatest extent allowed by law..  The management of NASA/Goddard Space Flight Center greatly appreciates your willingness and insight in evaluating the work of this research staff member.

Sincerely,
