Constructing Specific Criteria for Promotion in the Academic Specialist System
College of Human Medicine
Introduction
This document provides guidance for units planning to request a position in the academic specialist system in the Michigan State University College of Human Medicine to support the development of quality “specific criteria for promotion.” Specific criteria are the basis for the review at the unit level and must be provided with the copy of the letter of offer.
Prospective supervisors and unit administrators for academic specialist positions must consult the Academic Specialist Handbook[footnoteRef:2] (“Handbook”) prior to requesting a specialist position and drafting criteria for promotion. In the Spring 2023 version of the Handbook, upon which this guidance is based, sections 2 and 4 contain information related to appointment, evaluation, reappointment, continuing appointment status, promotion, and separation of academic specialists. Selected portions of the handbook are cited here for context. Should the information in this document differ from current policies in the Handbook, the current Handbook policies apply. [2:  Retrieved 3/17/2025, from https://hr.msu.edu/_resources/pdf/academic-specialist-handbook/acad_spec_man.pdf. ] 

The Nature of the Specialist Position
The Academic Specialist Appointment System evolved during the 20th century to address the need to ensure the rights and responsibilities of faculty were extended to academics without terminal degrees but with other forms of expertise in their areas of specialty. It is unique to Michigan State University. 
Academic specialists are academics, with scholarly expectations.[footnoteRef:3] They are assigned to duties and responsibilities performed by faculty members but with a narrower scope and focus. (Handbook, 2.3) They are colleagues within the academic community, and are expected to foster an exchange of ideas, views, and perspectives, to strive for academic excellence and to be held accountable for academic integrity.” (Handbook, 2.4) Accordingly, academic specialists are promotable through a multi-level peer review process that focuses on their sustained excellence as academics. See Academic Specialist Promotion and Award of Continuing Status for additional guidance on the criteria and process in the College of Human Medicine. [3:  The last major revision to the AS system in 1991 is contemporary with Boyer (1990) Scholarship Reconsidered and pre-dates Glassick (1997) Scholarship Assessed, but is resonant with the ideas of a diverse academia and an inclusive yet rigorous definition of scholarship in those works.] 

For additional information on conceptualizing a specialist position, see Requesting an Academic Specialist Position.
Expectations for Specific Criteria
The university has these expectations for the specific promotion criteria that apply to academic specialist positions.
· They are academic in nature. 
· They are aligned to the position duties, meaning they may not span all academic mission areas if the position’s duties do not span all such areas.
· They are based on standards for academic excellence negotiated within an appropriate academic community. Such communities could include appropriate professional organizations or societies (e.g. for academic advising and coaching, for engagement and outreach, etc.) or scholarly traditions (e.g., Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) or Discipline-based Educational Research (DBER)). 
· They encourage and reward the specialist for developing a reputation as an expert outside the unit.
· They are aligned to the university, college, and unit-level definitions of excellence in the relevant functional areas. 
· They are realistic given the required qualifications and duties of the position, but ambitious, to ensure the academic specialist, like other academics, pursues excellence in their academic work.
· They are specific enough to be clear, but they are flexible enough to allow specialists to capitalize on emerging career opportunities and innovative approaches to doing the work. 
· They guide the academic specialist in developing a record of distinction in their primary functional area and a complementary record of accomplishment in their other areas of expected academic effort.  
· They provide the unit review committee and unit administrator with a framework for evaluating the level of accomplishment and excellence in the relevant functional areas and specific duties of the position at the time of promotion. However, they can rely on the judgement of appropriately qualified reviewers to assess qualitative expectations and need not be a checklist.
The Handbook 2.4.3-2.4.7. describes typical specialist duties and examples of evidence of excellence, organized by primary functional area. This dossier checklist lists examples of artifacts that may be collected and used as evidence. The College of Human Medicine Office of Faculty Affairs and Development can provide guidance and models to assist in constructing specific criteria for promotion. 
Criteria for other systems in the College of Human Medicine use a structure in which criteria describing a basic level of excellence are specified for all areas of effort in the appointment, and criteria describing a distinguishing level of excellence are specified for the area(s) of focus. An applicant is expected to meet all basic criteria, to illustrate a baseline of academic excellence across all areas of effort. Applicants are expected to meet a specified number of criteria from the list of distinguishing criteria, providing freedom for applicants to illustrate excellence in ways that suit their preferences and the evolving circumstances of their work.
Examples:
· University-level criteria for Health Programs faculty
· CHM criteria for Health Programs faculty and Non-prefix Clinical/Adjunct faculty
· CHM criteria for fixed term faculty by focus area: Instruction | Research and Scholarly Activity | Clinical Service | Administrative Service
· Some external criteria frameworks use this structure too; see, for example, the AAMC Group on Student Affairs Performance Framework, which includes “common areas” across all student affairs professionals and “areas of expertise” applicable to those in certain specialized roles. 
Using this structure and, where appropriate, these criteria in the specialist’s specific criteria document may help reviewers understand the expectations and allow the specialist to benefit from support designed for other academics. However, each specialist’s criteria document must be carefully aligned to the duties of the position outlined in the Specialist Position Description (SPD), the college criteria for promotion in the specialist system and the university expectations for promotion in the specialist system. Unlike other systems, specialists are not required to meet a basic level of excellence in all areas of the University mission – only those within the scope of the duties in their SPD.
One important feature of academic specialist promotion decisions made at the university level is that they are based on evidence of the specialist’s ongoing professional development. (Handbook, 4.3.3.3.) Accordingly, it is useful to have specific criteria that require ongoing professional development, since compiling such evidence will support the argument for promotion at the university level.
Another important feature of decisions at the university level is that they are based on evidence of leadership. (Handbook, 4.3.3.3.) The specific leadership roles may be left to the specialist to determine, but it is useful to have specific criteria for promotion that require evidence of leadership. If the position itself does not include leadership duties, the specialist may find opportunities to exhibit leadership in institutional or professional service. Such activities can also provide opportunities for the specialist to develop their reputation outside the unit, which will prove useful to the unit during the eventual solicitation of external letters.
Getting Started
When crafting this document, begin by articulating the criteria. The word “criteria” is used in this context to mean the categories of achievement or excellence that are expected to be evident and that will be considered in the recommendation made by the unit. If, in addition, there is a specific threshold, level, or target that must be met in a category, that information must also be articulated as part of the criteria. 
For example, consider an academic specialist position that includes the expectation for publication in peer-reviewed journals as a condition for promotion.
· There must be a criterion stating that publication in peer-reviewed journals is expected. If other forms of dissemination, such as other forms of publication, peer-reviewed posters and presentations, or invited talks are suitable alternative means for meeting the scholarly dissemination expectations of the position, the criterion must make this clear.
· If the expectation is a specific number of peer-reviewed publications within a specific time, that must be stated. 
· More commonly, the expected number may vary based on the types of journals or publication venues, the kind of authorship, the evidence of impact over time, or other markers of quality. In this situation, though, it is critical that the specialist has access to ongoing interactions with other academics in the community in which these standards are negotiated, as well as feedback and mentoring about their corpus of work and how it measures up to those standards.
· The specific criterion needs to anchor for both the specialist and the reviewers some way of understanding the level of performance expected. This level must be sensible given the effort allocation for scholarly dissemination. The effort allocation, and therefore the level expected, would typically be higher for a specialist whose primary functional area is research than one whose primary functional area is not research.
Accordingly, the criteria document may include ways to meet the criteria and types of evidence that can be used to satisfy the criteria. These details can help everyone know what to expect and prepare for. This can be especially helpful when the position is unique, so that the expectations are not subject to excessive reinterpretation should the supervision or unit leadership change during the reporting period. However, specialists also retain some academic freedom and ability to make career path decisions based on their interests and opportunities that arise. When crafting criteria, it is important to get the grain size right so that the position can evolve as needed without losing sight of conceptions of excellence in each functional area.
Addressing Service
Academic service comes in many guises. Academics with specialized roles, including academic specialists, often attend specialized meetings and serve in ex officio (literally, “of the office”) positions on certain committees to provide information or expertise or to facilitate carrying out their roles based on decisions made by the committee. For the purposes of drafting job duties, writing criteria, and completing faculty activity reporting that accompanies annual review and promotion, it is usually wise to include the effort allocation and criteria for these activities within the functional area they are related to. So, for example, if the reason the academic is at a meeting or on a committee is related to their expertise or role in teaching, categorize it as teaching work, not institutional service work. Their time interacting on the committee advances the teaching mission and the specific duties they are charged with.
For a unit to function, there is service work that needs to be done, such as governance or advisory committees; search committees; scholarship, RPT, or awards reviews; committees or groups that support the climate and culture of the unit; and so on. All academics in the unit may be expected to pitch in on them from time to time, but they are not required by the specific duties of the position. An academic specialist who has this form of “as needed” service obligation must have an effort allocation for it in “Other” on the SPD and Fixed Term Appointment/Reappointment Memorandum. A specialist, like other academics, may use some of this effort allocation to serve the college and/or university, in addition to serving the unit.  This kind of effort is never a specialist’s primary function, but like other academics, their engagement in these tasks is essential to the health of the unit in which they work and must be accounted for in their effort allocation and review/reward structures. Accordingly, a specialist with this kind of effort allocation must have criteria that specify the level of excellence expected. As above, service obligations like these can be good opportunities for specialists to demonstrate leadership.
Some academics have administrative roles that are within the definition of faculty work. These roles include responsibility for strategic decisions and/or oversight of operational activities related to an academic function. Operational activities include stewardship of resources like money, facilities, people, etc., that are needed to accomplish an academic function (like research, advising, teaching, etc.). If accompanied by a university title (e.g., coordinator, director, assistant chairperson, associate dean), this work is to be included in the VIII. Administrative Responsibilities effort area on the promotion application.  If not accompanied by such a title, the work is best described as institutional service, which is categorized as “Other” on HR forms and addressed in Q42 “Summarize any other significant contributions which have not been covered elsewhere.” Criteria documents must be aligned to these categorizations, and expectations must be clarified so achievements and excellence in these duties can be accounted for in review/reward structures.
Because they are academics, academic specialists are expected to be members of a professional community in their discipline or field. These communities convene based on expertise in some area but carry out functions such as event planning and production, policy and advocacy work, journal and media production, the establishment and enactment of peer-based quality assurance structures (e.g., grant reviews, journal editorships, conference session proposal reviews), and so on that are outside the individual’s research agenda, teaching/advising obligations, or institutional and community engagement/outreach activities. Specialist duties in this area might include collaborating and engaging with colleagues in the production and delivery of these activities and resources or leading the development and enactment of these activities and resources. All of this is professional service, to be accounted for in the “Other” section of the SPD. Criteria need to take this effort allocation into account. While academic specialists are also expected to engage in ongoing professional development and to be provided time and other forms of support for this kind of work, engagement in these learning opportunities as a learner is not the same as professional service to support offering such opportunities to others.
Some academics use their academic expertise to engage in collaborative work in communities or other networks outside academia. Depending on its features, it may be an example of outreach, service to the community, community engagement, entrepreneurship, or other related forms of academic work. Outreach, meaning making the academic resources of the university available to the people, could be classified as such on the SPD and assessed accordingly. Engaged activities may be service (performing a specialized function), research (the generation and dissemination of new knowledge) or teaching (equipping members of an external community with knowledge) or a combination. Make efforts to categorize such work accordingly. Likewise, work toward innovation and entrepreneurship could be carried out as part of the research, teaching, or service missions. It could be appropriate to put such cross-cutting work in the “Other” category at least initially, if it is not clear at the time of the position request what form the engaged activities will ultimately take. Over time, as projects evolve, effort allocation on the SPD and criteria for promotion can be adjusted to better capture and convey to reviewers the nature of the work. 
When conceptualizing the position, it is important to think about the kinds of service the position must do as part of the duties along with those that would be good for the unit if it did regularly. In addition, to ensure the specialist engages with their professional community and builds an appropriate reputation within that community at some scope, it is important to ensure the opportunity for the person to pursue roles that serve outside the unit. As with any other academics, it is good for the unit to encourage its academics to have strong external reputations. Also, because academic specialists, like other academics, must have external (to the unit) letters of review in their promotion dossiers, specialists need to build connections within their professional communities outside the unit, engage regularly in those communities, and illustrate excellence and leadership within them. Making these activities explicit in job descriptions and promotion criteria helps ensure they are not overlooked in a specialist’s effort allocation.
Review and Revision of Criteria
Promotion criteria must be reviewed annually to ensure that the expectations for promotion criteria remain relevant and realistic. Circumstances that may prompt revision could include changes to roles and responsibilities, changes to standards (internal/external) of academic excellence, changes associated with financial or research funding issues, and/or innovations (e.g., AI) that affect outcomes and expectations, and so on. As in any academic system, success is enhanced when criteria are clear and do not change substantially during the review period, but responsive changes can ensure the position remains useful to the unit while continuing to guide the specialist toward academic excellence.
If a specialist’s specific criteria for promotion require revision, the supervisor and specialist must consult with the unit administrator and the revised document must be approved at the unit level according to unit bylaws and policies. Affected academic specialists must be notified at the time of approval and at the start of each subsequent annual review cycle.
Resources
Examples of specific criteria for specialists are available by request from the Office of Faculty Affairs and Development.
Examples of types of evidence that may support a promotion case: 
· Academic Specialist Handbook, 2.4.3.-2.4.7. 
· Academic Specialist Promotion Dossier Checklist
· CHM Developing an Academic Portfolio guide
Examples of professional standards and evaluation frameworks:
· AAMC Group on Student Affairs Performance Framework (includes performance benchmarks for staff, supervisors, directors, and deans)
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