
Action Item 

Mentoring evaluations for faculty 

 
Problem 

One of the central roles of a Principle Investigator (PI) at a university is to mentor undergraduates, 

graduate students, and post-docs. This part of the job is made unnecessarily difficult by the fact that 

there is no formal mechanism for PIs to receive feedback on their performance as a mentor. Their 

trainees, the people best-suited to give this feedback, are often reticent to do so because of the 

possibility that their views may not be understood or valued, or even that speaking up may lead to 

retaliation. 

 
Proposal 

We propose an “upward feedback” model of evaluations for every PI, to be performed as part of 

regular faculty reviews. In this model, when a PI is up for review, an evaluator will conduct 15-30 

minute interviews with each trainee in that PI's lab. The questions will be open-ended and designed 

to extract information about a range of dynamics, including positive relationships, and potentially 

conflicts or crises. The evaluator will synthesize and anonymize the outcomes of the interviews, and 

present the results to the Chair, to be incorporated into the faculty review. 

 
Outcomes of Evaluations for Faculty 

For most PIs we anticipate all good news, and there will be no follow-up until the next faculty review. 

The Chair will be able to report some positive things the trainees appreciate, and give them 

accolades on their great work. If there is a situation that needs to be addressed, the chair will 

mention it to the PI and a follow-up review will be performed a year later. If the situation is not 

remedied, the PI will be asked to attend an appropriate training session, and a third review will take 

place the following year. If by then the situation is still not remedied, the PI will lose privileges to train 

students and post-docs for 3 years. 

 
Outcomes of Evaluations for Trainees 

Violations often go unreported because the victim does not think that the infraction is “legitimate”. 

Hopefully, by normalizing the process of giving feedback (and not reserving it for crisis situations), 

trainees will be able to speak openly in a safe space, potentially allowing a third party to identify an 

uncomfortable situation as a serious violation, if that is the case. 

 
Resources Needed 

We recommend a special part-time hire to perform the evaluations. It is important that a single 

person performs all evaluations so they have full perspective on the spectrum of mentoring styles 

and outcomes. It is also important that the evaluator is not a close colleague of any of the PIs, as this 

would open the door for politics to play a role in evaluations. 

 
Timeline 

This program can be put in place as soon as a special part-time employee is hired to perform the 

evaluations. 

 
Methods of Measuring Effectiveness 

The evaluator will keep track of data regarding how many students or post-docs drop out, switch 

labs, or continue on in careers within their target track, be it academia, policy, education, or 

otherwise. 


