March 11, 2004

INSPECTION MEMORANDUM

To:

Phillip Maestri, Director



Management Improvement Team
From:

Cathy H. Lewis



Assistant Inspector General



Evaluation, Inspection and Management Services

Subject:
Review of Blueprint for Management Excellence item number 171 (ED/OIG I13E0005)

This memorandum provides the results of our inspection of one Action Plan item from the Department of Education’s (Department’s) Blueprint for Management Excellence. The EIMS group is examining several Action Plan items related to Human Capital. Our objective is two-fold: 1) were the items completed as described; and, 2) as completed, does the action taken help the Department towards its stated Blueprint objective. In this report, we examined item number 171, which called for updating the Department policy for reviewing probationary employees.

Background:
The action required by item number 171 was to:

Update the policy for reviewing probationary employees before they are allowed to receive career status.

The MIT noted in the Blueprint for Management Excellence that this Action Plan item was completed 9/27/02.  The basis for the “completion” designation was that the MIT obtained documentation from the action owner (HR) demonstrating the action was finalized.  Specifically, the MIT staff received a revised policy for reviewing probationary employees before they are allowed to receive career status.

To accomplish this inquiry, we reviewed PMI 315-1, dated 9/27/02 (Probationary Period policy), and PMI 751-1, which cover non-probationary employees. In addition, we interviewed six Executive Officers from throughout the Department.

Objective 1:  Was the action item completed as described?

This action item was completed as described.

A probationary employee is someone who has not yet completed one year of government service and does not yet have career status. The purpose of a probationary period is to assess a probationary employee’s performance and to demonstrate proper conduct.  5 C.F.R.§315.804 details that if an employee fails to demonstrate either fitness or qualifications for continued employment, the agency shall terminate the employee during the probationary period.  

PMI 315-1 describes the procedures for managers to follow to either allow a probationary employee to receive career status or to terminate the employee before career status is received.  While conferring career status has always been fairly straightforward, there has been some uncertainty about how to terminate a probationary employee. As described in PMI 751-1, there are a series of steps required to remove a non-probationary (employee who has been with the agency for one year or more), but the same steps are not required to remove a probationary employee.  According to an Office of Management representative, the only requirement to remove a probationary employee is “one letter with the date of removal.”  The letter must include sufficient information to support the charge used to remove the probationary employee.  The standard of proof and the appeal process is limited for probationary employees; therefore, the amount of evidence required for removal is minimized.

None of the Executive Officers interviewed indicated any instances where they have used the guidance to terminate an employee; however, there was general agreement that these new procedures establish clear direction on what actions need to be taken to remove a probationary employee.

Objective 2: As completed, does the action taken help the Department towards its stated Blueprint Objective?

The intention of this Blueprint Action Item was to provide clear guidance to the principal offices for handling probationary employees and, in that respect, help the Department to improve the strategic management of its human capital.   Although no component has yet to test the new guidance to terminate a probationary employee, OM has prepared a policy as directed by the Action Item.  This document provides specific guidance for managers to follow to either convert an employee to career status or to terminate the employee prior to achieving career status.

Recommendations:
There are no recommendations for this review. 

Administrative Matters:
This inspection was performed in accordance with the President’s Council on Integrity and Efficiency (PCIE) Quality Standards for Inspections (1993).

We appreciate the cooperation given to us during the inspection.  If you have any questions or wish to discuss the contents of this report, please call me at 202-205-8639 or Deb Schweikert, Director, Evaluation and Inspection Division at 202-205-5569.  Please refer to the control number in all correspondence relating to this report.
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