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Abstract:  This document provides a commentary on the vocabulary often used in institutionalized annual 
performance reviews.  It provides a criticism of the language then offers alternatives intended to create an 
annual review process not only more palatable but more productive for superiors and subordinates alike. 

 

Introduction 

In the fall of each year, employees of many fine 
institutions are subject to a process of annual 
review in which they are categorized into one of 
five categories, identified with the following 
designations. 

●  Falls Far Short of Expectations 
●  Falls Short of Expectations 
●  Meets Expectations 
●  Exceeds Expectations 
●  Far Exceeds Expectations 

The consequences of this categorization can be 
severe.  According to the policy of one institution, 
falling into one of the lowest two categories not 
only disqualifies one from merit-based raises 
(should the finances of the institution that year 
allow for such a pool) but also from cost-of-living 
raises (which are available more regularly, though 
not always).  The institution also had codified 
mechanisms for the revocation of tenure from 
faculty who fell into the lowest two categories, 
leading to loss of employment at the institution.  For 
faculty in profitable departments, where the 
university expects to make money through the 

pursuit of federal research funding (by this we 
particularly eye engineering departments) often the 
single most critical performance criterion relevant to 
this categorization is research expenditures. 

It is not our intention to render any value judgments 
on the moral basis of this process.  On the contrary, 
we have learned not to stand against the tide of 
monetization, which has gripped every aspect of our 
culture, this fine institution notwithstanding.  Here, 
we concern ourselves with a more modest 
investigation.  We have never liked the language 
used to describe the five categories.  Something 
about the words themselves disturbs us.  In this 
document we first examine the language then 
provide suggestions for more appealing alternative 
phrasings. 

Consideration as Epitaphs 

One way to gain perspective on these five 
categories is to consider them each as an epitaph.  
Let us begin in the middle.  Consider a gravestone in 
which we find chiseled, “He met expectations,” or 
“She met expectations.”  Who among us would like 
to lie beneath such a marker?  It is objectionable 
because it belittles our accomplishments in two 
ways.  First, there is no subtlety in the implication 
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of failure.  It might as well read, “He did no more 
than meet expectations.”  It is in fact a 
condemnation.  At the same time, there is a second 
incriminating aspect of the epitaph, namely, that it 
assigns to the individual a desire to conform to 
expectations.  Who set these expectations?  Of 
course, it matters not except that they came from 
an external agent.  This epitaph implies a 
condemnation due the cowardice of a conformist. 

“Oh!” our opponents argue, “The world must be 
measured if progress is to be made.”  No doubt.  
Again, we do not seek in this document to set the 
ways of the world aright.   

“You are too sensitive,” say our superiors and 
rightly so.  “To cast words meant for a regular 
bureaucratic evaluation with the gravity of a 
tombstone is preposterous.  Your objections have no 
basis.”  To these words, we dare offer some 
rebuttal.  Today, in this country, women on average 
live eighty-one years and men seventy-six.  If we 
imagine that we might work a mere thirty years at 
this fine institution, then three-eighths of our lives 
are subject to this evaluation.  If the epitaph was 
corrected to read, “He met expectations for over 
three-eighths of his life,” or “She met expectations 
for nearly three-eighths of her life,” it would not be 
an improvement.  Even one year, we insist, is too 
much.  At the risk of redundancy, if the phrasing is 
inappropriate to describe the totality of our lives, it 
is no more appropriate for a single year. 

Perhaps, we would prefer another epitaph.  Imagine 
a daughter walking through a lonely cemetery.  She 
stops at an oak tree, beneath which a pair of graves 
lie side by side.  The tombstone of one of her 
parents reads, “He exceeded expectations,” or “She 
exceeded expectations.”  That daughter will find no 
comfort in these words.  They can be read in only 
one way—to imply a low set of initial expectations.  
This life, summarized above, turned out just a 
smidgeon better than anyone had any right to 
expect.  Let me insert this ejaculatory prayer:  Lord, 
let my daughter never find me put to rest beneath 
such words! 

Maybe we just didn’t move far enough in the right 
direction.  Think of a cemetery filled with common, 
average folk, each marked “He met expectations,” 
or “She met expectations.”  Yet, among them one 
stands out, “He far exceeded expectations,” or “She 
far exceeded expectations.”  This man or woman 
was a leader among people.  They accomplished 
great tasks at the institution that led to the 
reputation of the institution, as judged by 
periodicals of the day, increasing by one or more 
increments.  We would shout, “Hurrah!” except such 
shows of exuberance are not fit for places of quiet 
internment.  We see then that rather than lifting up 
the accomplishments of the individual, these words 
merely serve to further diminish the external set of 
criteria by which they were evaluated.  To mistake 
this for a compliment is, we are afraid, no more 
than the folly of the self-absorbed. 

Let’s move in the opposite direction.  We imagine 
now being interned beneath a tombstone bearing 
the words, “He fell short of expectations,” or “She 
fell short of expectations.”  In truth, one cannot 
entirely ignore the intimation of failure in these 
words.  But, at the same time, we sense in these 
words, the essence of our humanity.  Here lies a 
human being.  Some fall short of expectations.  
Others rise above it.  We admire those who manage 
to do both with humility.  Let not the king crow of 
his power nor the pauper brag of his poverty.  Both 
actions are unseemly.  However, to admit that one 
fell short of expectations possesses its own beauty.  
If not for the practical consequences related to the 
loss of our ability to provide for the material needs 
of our family, we would advocate annually to be 
described in this way, at least given the four options 
thus far explored. 

We move on to the final category.  Imagine now a 
solitary graveyard.  If one travels through farmlands, 
filled with fields and pastures, one occasionally 
comes upon a single grave, often surrounded by a 
grave-sized fence to keep the cattle from treading 
upon it.  Likely, it is a suicide, forbidden by divine 
law from being buried on the hallowed grounds of 
the church cemetery.  Imagine we stop the car on 
the side of the road and duck between the strands 
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of barbwire.  We trespass through the pasture to 
stand at the side of the grave.  On this tombstone 
we read a name and beneath the name, “He fell far 
short of expectations,” or “She fell far short of 
expectations.”  Who committed the greater crime 
here?  The poor soul who spends eternity in the 
company of cattle or those who chiseled these 
words on the stone at our feet? 

“Idiot!” our opponents say and rightly so.  “If the 
world was governed according to your principles 
nothing would be done.  The feckless would be 
rewarded no less than the competent and 
motivated.  The world you hint at is a dystopian one 
in which all are judged equal irrespective of merit, 
talent or deed.”  We know, we know.  We do not 
deny such accusations.  The role with which we 
have been charged, though it embarrasses us to 
admit it, is to point out an error, though we have 
not been gifted with the insight to provide the 
remedy for it. 

Alternatives 

Still, we shall try, though we have little hope of 
success.  Here, we have only concerned ourselves 
with semantics and intimation.  In suggesting 
alternatives, we limit ourselves only to the words 
and not to the process itself.  “A useless exercise,” 
say those opposed to our endeavor.  We accept the 
appellation useless.  We some time ago ceased to 
think of utility as a virtue. 

We shall proceed with our replacement phrases in 
the same order as our previous examination.  
Perhaps, “Meets Expectations” should be replaced 
with “Exists!”  Including the exclamation mark is 
mandatory.  I repeat, “Exists!”  It certainly is much 
more affirmative though not entirely free of 
ambiguity.  There are of course negative 
connotations.  One need think no further than 
Sartre’s Nausea, a novel written as a diary, with an 
entry for one innocuous Tuesday:  Rien.  Existé.  But 
we do not suggest that “Meets Expectations” should 
be replaced with “Nothing.  Exists,” but rather the 
much more emphatic “Exists!”  One can hardly fail 
to see the difference.  Imagine a tombstone that 

reads, “He existed!” or “She existed!”  It is an 
infallible testament, except to those few 
philosophers who have forsaken the perspective 
that this life bears any correspondence to reality.  
While we have a soft spot in our hearts for such 
folks, we cannot be expected to accommodate their 
few numbers in matters of such practical 
significance as the one before us. 

Next, instead of “Exceeds Expectations”, we suggest 
“Wants it more”.  Stop laughing!  We offer these 
alternatives in all seriousness.  There is no denying, 
given the distribution of the way people are made, 
that some people desire success and the external 
affirmation of their success more than others.  Here 
we translate this external evaluation into a more 
personal statement, better describing the individual.  
Join us as we tour the cemetery.  There, upon the 
hill, do you see the gravestone in which chiseled we 
find the words, “He wanted it more,” or “She 
wanted it more”?  Okay, it may not be perfect, but, 
at the risk of repeating ourselves, we some time 
ago ceased to think of perfection as a virtue.  
Perhaps, a poet or some other wordsmith might do 
better.  We encourage those so inclined to try.  We 
remain open to suggestions.   

As for the presumed highest honor, we opt to 
replace “Far Exceeds Expectations” with “Exploited 
Some Combination of Circumstance and Talent for 
Personal Gain”.  Just kidding!  That’s too wordy.  
Also, it lacks subtlety.  Our actual suggestion for 
“Far Exceeds Expectations” is simply “Fortunate”.  
Some are fortunate by chance.  Fortune favors 
others with natural talents or the determination to 
see a job done that others did not find worthwhile 
or productive.  While it is true that some unsavory 
characters may achieve metrics that make them 
appear to far exceed expectations or to be fortunate 
through the exploitation of the weakness of others, 
there is little we can do to thwart this abuse of the 
system.  We accept the ambiguity in “Fortunate” to 
allow for this possibility, without ignoring the 
underlying realization that, even in the absence of 
divine judgment, despicable acts contain their own 
punishment.  Does it pass the graveyard test?  We 
come back to our imaginary cemetery filled with 
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common, average folk, each marked “He existed!” 
or “She existed!”  Among them we find one gilded 
tombstone, bearing the words, “He was fortunate” 
or “She was fortunate.”  It seems okay to us.  It is 
neither too favorable nor too distinctly unfavorable 
to fly in the face of the ambiguity that rules our 
passage through this life. 

We now seek alternative phrases in the other 
direction.  We are tempted to replace “Fell Short of 
Expectations” with “Existed!” since there honestly 
isn’t that much difference between meeting 
expectations and not meeting them.  Often this 
judgment turns on the individual disposition of the 
superior responsible for the evaluation.  However, 
we understand that the central administrations of 
fine institutions would never accept a scheme in 
which their carefully constructed taxonomy was 
reduced from five to four categories.  Instead, we 
suggest that “Fell Short of Expectations” should be 
replaced with “Keeps it Real”.  Don’t laugh.  Put 
yourself back in the cemetery.  Imagine you are 
surrounded by a thousand markers each bearing the 
words, “He kept it real” or “She kept it real”.  It 
feels good, doesn’t it?  This description shifts the 
average experience of reality from meeting 
expectations to sometimes meeting them and 
sometimes not meeting them, which is actually a 
much more accurate description of a so-called 
average experience. 

Last, but certainly not least, we suggest that “Falls 
Far Short of Expectations” be changed to “Fails 
Spectacularly”.  The only problem with this is that if 
our five categories were presented in this way 

●  Failed Spectacularly 
●  Keeps it Real 
●  Exists! 
●  Wants it More 
●  Fortunate 

everyone would strive to fail spectacularly.  Imagine 
resting for all eternity or at least the hundred years 
or so guaranteed by the proprietors of the cemetery 
under a tombstone that bore the epitaph, “He failed 

spectacularly” or “She failed spectacularly”.  The act 
of failure is mitigated by the spectacle it caused.  
Human life too is often an act of failure.  Wisdom, it 
is said, arises from failure, while those who never 
fail succumb to arrogance.  How often we find 
ourselves in a moment of weakness uttering the 
prayer:  Lord, let me fail spectacularly today! 

If you are not of a religious bent and our references 
to prayer threaten to provide the obstacle which 
prevents you from fully embracing our cause, then 
let us present the same sentiment regarding the 
virtues of failure in secular terms.  We need think 
no further than the American musician, composer 
and thinker, Ornette Coleman, to whom the 
following quote is attributed, “It was when I found 
out I could make mistakes that I knew I was on to 
something.” 

In conclusion, we hope that those in positions of 
power within the central administration of 
progressive institutions across this great land give 
thought to a revision of the performance descriptors 
used in their annual review process.  We hope that 
some changes will be made, if not precisely along 
these lines, then in a similar spirit.  It might make 
the annual review process not only more palatable 
but more productive for superiors and subordinates 
alike. 

 

http://www.poisonpie.com/IJEML


 

8-5                                                                            http://www.poisonpie.com/IJEML Int. J. Exp. Meta-Living 2016 8 1-5. 

About The Poison Pie Publishing House 

The Poison Pie Publishing House1 is an independent 
publisher specializing in post-existential fantasy 
generated through a non-idiomatic improvisational 
writing process.  In addition to serving as a 
publishing house, PPPH hosts an arts blog,1 “An 
Unofficial Keiji Haino Website”2 and “An 
International Journal of Exploratory Meta-Living”.3 

References 

1.  The Poison Pie Publishing House, 
http://www.poisonpie.com/publishing/index.html, 
accessed Feb. 5, 2015. 

2.  Keffer, D.J., An Unofficial Keiji Haino Website, 
http://www.poisonpie.com/sounds/haino/index.html
, accessed Feb. 5, 2015. 

3.  Staff, An International Journal of Exploratory Meta-
Living, http://www.poisonpie.com/IJEML/index.html, 
accessed Feb. 5, 2015. 

 

 

http://www.poisonpie.com/IJEML
http://www.poisonpie.com/publishing/index.html
http://www.poisonpie.com/sounds/haino/index.html
http://www.poisonpie.com/sounds/haino/index.html
http://www.poisonpie.com/IJEML/index.html



	IJEML_issue08_2016_0930.pdf
	flyer_wouldntthewoodweird.pdf


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


