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[bookmark: _Toc225422980]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.
Prospective supervisors and unit administrators for academic specialist positions must consult the Academic Specialist Handbook[footnoteRef:2] (“Handbook”) prior to proceeding with the request process. 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. ] 
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In 1942, MSU adopted its first rules of faculty tenure. At the time, only 30% of MSU’s faculty possessed terminal degrees, and by the late 1950s there were still only about 67% of faculty with terminal degrees. Recognizing the persistent need for a stable faculty with the protections for academic freedom for both those with terminal degrees and those with other forms of expertise in their areas of specialty, the university created the academic specialist classification in 1959. The evolution of the system’s policies, procedures and operating principles has continued since that time, and is unique to Michigan State University.
Academic specialists are academics, with scholarly expectations.[footnoteRef:3] They are assigned to duties and responsibilities performed by other 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.] 

Academic specialist positions must span duties and responsibilities which are not covered by or adequately provided for in current support staff classifications. The Office of the Provost consults with the Office of Human Resources to review all proposed academic specialist positions and ensure appropriate classification. 
Academic specialists are defined as faculty in the university and college bylaws[footnoteRef:4], and full-time (90% or greater) academic specialists have voting rights in the university and college. Voting specialists may be elected to university-level academic governance bodies in at-large elections and as representatives of the college. Voting specialists may be elected to college-level academic governance bodies in at-large elections and as representatives of their units. [4:  College bylaws may be accessed from https://humanmedicine.msu.edu/faculty-staff/committees/index.html. ] 

Academic specialist positions require a master’s degree and/or other specialized qualifications in the applicable discipline or profession. (Handbook, 4.1.3.) Assignments for all academic specialists involve assigned duties and related professional development activities. (Handbook, 2.4) The academic specialist, like any other professional employee, is expected to continually develop personal abilities and stature in appropriate areas of endeavor. The University should promote and facilitate such professional development activities at a level consistent with its international status and as a premier land-grant university. Those activities in which the academic specialist should participate and receive University support include continuing education (seminars, workshops, short courses or training, credit courses, and degree granting programs); participation in professional and scholarly organizations; and, with approval, extended release time and temporary reassignment to scholarly duties (modeled on the sabbatical in the tenure system). (Handbook, 4.5.6.)
Preparing a Position Description
When conceptualizing a specialist position, the unit, office, or team should begin as usual with a description of the duties and requirements of the position. As part of this process, the requestor must articulate its argument that the position is not a support staff position. The requestor should also articulate its argument that the position is not a ranked faculty position. “Academic specialist positions should be established only if this is the best way for the academic unit to function at the highest possible level of effectiveness and efficiency within available resources.” (Handbook 4.1.2.) During this conceptualization phase, units should review the Classifying Positions as Academic Specialist tip sheet from the MSU Office of Faculty and Academic Staff Affairs.
Although specialists may be appointed in any unit in a college including a dean’s office unit, non-departmental units[footnoteRef:5] requesting a specialist position must partner with a department to establish a promotion home (comparable to the tenure home in the tenure system) for the position. The partnering department executes the unit-level peer review process for promotion and related actions, including the formation of a unit-level peer review committee and the completion of the department chair responsibilities in the promotion process. The mechanism for incorporating the input of the supervisor and/or unit administrator for the non-departmental unit in the RPT process can vary. The unit-level evaluation procedures that will apply to the requested position should be drafted or consulted at this time to ensure all parties agree on responsibilities. [5:  OMERAD is considered a department for RPT purposes and may be the partnering department for positions in other non-departmental units.] 

Continuing System vs. Fixed Term System
Units requesting a specialist position in the continuing system should engage CHM HR and the CFO to determine whether the college can support such a request. Additional information about the continuing system and fixed term system expectations is found in the Handbook, 2.4. See also Comparison of Tenure and Continuing Status in the Academic Specialist System.
Because specialists might not have effort in all mission areas, and within effort areas might have quite different expectations from one position to the next, the specific criteria for promotion for the position must be articulated by the unit and presented to the specialist at appointment. The criteria that must be prepared by the unit vary slightly depending on whether the position will be in the fixed term system or the continuing system.
· The fixed term specialist system has two ranks (“specialist” and “senior specialist”). It is like the fixed term faculty system in that the specific duties of each position may vary considerably, meaning that thorough information about the specific duties and expectations of the position is an essential part of the information the reviewers of promotion applications at each level must receive and account for. It is also like the fixed term system in that the conceptual meaning of each rank is established by the U but in very broad terms. Colleges have latitude to provide more detail about expectations for the senior rank but must also provide enough flexibility to span the needs of all units and all specialist positions in them. Units should provide the most specific information about the expectations for promotion for a specific position, keeping in mind that those criteria should set the specialist up for success in meeting the college and university expectations.
· The continuing system has the same two ranks as the fixed term system, and the threshold for promotion to the senior specialist rank is the same. In addition, the continuing system requires a multi-level review process for the award of continuing status, much like the review for tenure in the tenure system. The university provides a conceptual threshold for the award of continuing status, and the college provides additional guidance. Units that request a continuing system position must provide specific criteria for the award of continuing status that are aligned with these but address the specific duties and expectations of the position. According to the U, the threshold for award of continuing status is strictly less than the criteria for promotion to senior specialist, such that a continuing system specialist promoted to senior specialist is automatically awarded continuing status, but a successful review for continuing status does not automatically include promotion. The specific criteria provided to each specialist need to take this structure into account.
Additional information can be found in the Constructing Specific Criteria for Promotion section below.  
Primary Functional Area
In the position request, the requesting unit must specify the primary academic functional area of the position.  There are five options: Advising, Teaching, Curriculum Development, Research, and Outreach. Additional information about the typical duties for academic specialist positions in each primary functional area can be found in the Handbook, 2.4.3. through 2.4.7. The lists are not exhaustive, nor are all the listed typical duties in a functional area required in a specific position. They are meant to help identify the typical roles that units leverage the specialist system to fulfill. The lists illustrate that duties for a position classified in a specific primary functional area can span multiple effort areas and can include supervisory/managerial/leadership and institutional service duties in addition to instructional, research and/or outreach duties, as many academic positions across appointment systems do. However, unlike other appointment systems, academic specialists are not required to have effort and evidence of excellence in all three mission areas to be promoted. The review of the position request in the Office of the Provost will assess whether the duties specified in the requested position align with these functional area descriptions.
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To request approval for an Academic Specialist position within the College of Human Medicine (CHM), departments and units must submit all of the following:
· the Academic Specialist Position Description
· a job description with a position summary, primary functions with proportion of the role spent in each area, required attributes and if appropriate desired attributes
· a draft of specific promotion criteria
· a draft of the unit-level evaluation procedure for promotion and related actions
· a CHM Business Plan that outlines funding sources, space allocation, and how the position aligns with unit and college goals
Dean’s Office units reporting to Academic Affairs must also: 
· use the CHM Academic Position Request form
Requests are submitted to CHM.HRForms@msu.edu. For questions prior to submitting the request, please contact:
· the CHM Budget Office (CHM.BudgetOffice@msu.edu) for guidance on the Business Plan, 
· CHM Faculty Affairs and Development (CHM.fad@campusad.msu.edu) for assistance with criteria for promotion and unit-level evaluation procedures
· CHM Human Resources (CHM.hr@campusad.msu.edu) for general process or position-related questions 
Requests are reviewed by the college’s Budget, Human Resources and Faculty Affairs and Development offices, beginning with a review by Human Resources. Missing information delays the approval process. Position approval may be further delayed during times of heightened financial concern. The timeline for approval can vary depending on when the request is received and the coordination required among the appropriate offices at each level to review the submitted documentation. Requestors should keep in mind that creation of a new academic specialist position requires enhanced review at the college and university level to ensure the position functions require an academic specialist position rather than a support staff position. 
Academic specialist positions are required to be posted and follow similar processes and reviews as fixed term faculty positions. An exception to post (e.g., internal fill, spousal hire) requires both approval of the position and approval to fill in this way, in accordance with the policy and procedures in the Academic Hiring Manual. 
The Specialist Position Description Form
The Specialist Position Description (SPD) is the university form for capturing the argument that the requested position is academic in nature. It is the basis of the Office of Faculty and Academic Staff Affairs (FASA) approval to post in the academic specialist system. In the form, the unit specifies a primary functional area, details the functional area effort allocation and gives a brief list or summary of duties in each area, with enough information to establish that those duties are academic. The Specialist Position Description form is then used in the annual review, reappointment, and promotion processes to document the academic duties of the position. Accordingly, when the duties of a position change, the Specialist Position Description form should be updated.
Because “Assignments for all academic specialists involve applicable assigned duties … and related professional development activities.” (Handbook, 2.4), the requesting unit must account for the time necessary to undertake such activities when conceptualizing the position and determining the effort allocation. Each year, the provost’s office collects information about whether professional development was discussed as part of the annual review.
When classifying duties according to functional area, a unit may choose to either group all duties within the primary functional area of the position (e.g., 100% advising) or divide the duties into separate functional areas (e.g., 10% Teaching, 70% Advising, 20% Institutional Service). The choice may have implications for the promotion decisions. For this reason, units should solicit review and advice from the College of Human Medicine Office of Faculty Affairs and Development prior to finalizing position descriptions and promotion criteria.
In addition to the five primary functional areas, the Specialist Position Description form includes a sixth area, labeled “Other.” The Other category can be used for many of the duties typically characterized as service, including:
· Administrative leadership/management/supervision roles. Some of these roles include a relevant assigned title (either as the primary job title or an additional job title) in EBS, lead to an annual (rather than academic year) appointment basis, and/or include the assignment of an administrative salary increment. 
· Other administrative duties that support the effective functioning of the unit. Some of these roles include a relevant assigned title in EBS.
To assist the specialist in completing the Form on Progress and Excellence for Academic Specialists (promotion application form) correctly, it is important to specifically indicate those “Other” duties that fall into one of these administrative categories. See the Handbook, 2.4.8. and the Form on Progress and Excellence for Academic Specialists, section VIII. Administrative responsibilities.
The Other category also includes institutional (e.g., committee) service on governance bodies, searches, scholarship or award review, ad hoc workgroups or task forces, etc. Units should consider the elected, appointed, or ex officio committee work they will need the specialist to do and to plan accordingly in allocation of effort.
Service to the broader community/community engagement may best captured as Outreach. Technology transfer is also within the definition of Outreach. 
Specialists may have clinical service included as part of their assigned duties.  Clinical service is also captured as “Other.” 
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Noting that academic specialist positions need not span all academic functional areas, specific criteria for promotion for each position must be drafted in alignment with the unique list of duties for the position. These criteria must incorporate, at minimum, the college and university expectations for each applicable action.[footnoteRef:6] Units are advised to draft the specific criteria document when drafting the Specialist Position Description and other job posting documents. Doing so can assist units in their argument that the position is sufficiently academic to be promotable. This process also aids in ensuring the criteria are finalized and ready to present at the time of initial appointment. (Handbook, 4.2.1.) See Constructing Specific Criteria for Promotion in the Academic Specialist System and consult with the College of Human Medicine Office of Faculty Affairs and Development as needed. A draft of specific criteria for promotion must be submitted with the request for approval for a specialist position. The final criteria for promotion must be approved by the department chairperson and the associate dean for faculty affairs, after which they are presented to the specialist with the offer letter.  [6:  Promotion to senior specialist, for all specialist positions, and award of continuing status, for specialists in the continuing system. As in the tenure system, rather than detailing criteria for reappointment to the second probationary period in the continuing system separately, units may reference the criteria for award of continuing status and ask specialists to present evidence that a record is being established of progress toward that level of achievement and that they are on track to meet those criteria on the established timeline.] 

Establishing a Unit-level Evaluation Procedure for Specialists
The unit-level evaluation procedure[footnoteRef:7] for specialists in each unit that appoints them may be in unit bylaws and/or in a separate document. Units must partner with an academic department to accomplish the necessary promotion and continuing status review processes. Units are advised to draft the procedures when drafting the Specialist Position Description and other job posting documents. Doing so assists non-departmental units in partnering with appropriate departments early in the process and ensures bylaw or policy documents are prepared in time to present to the specialist on the necessary timeline. Units may consult with the College of Human Medicine Office of Faculty Affairs and Development as needed. A draft of the unit-level evaluation procedures must be submitted at the time of requesting approval for the specialist position. The final procedures must be provided to the specialist with the offer letter.  [7:  Both the annual review and promotion/award of continuing status review processes should be included.] 
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To initiate an offer letter for an academic specialist position, all departments and units submit an offer letter data collection form supplied by CHM HR that will require the following attachments:
· The Specialist Position Description
· The specific criteria for promotion
· The unit level evaluation procedures
· A link to the Faculty Handbook’s Faculty Grievance Policy
· A summary of benefits
· If applicable, the Fixed Term Faculty/Academic Staff Appointment/Reappointment Memo
The offer letter is created by CHM HR, and oversight of the offer letter process is provided by CHM HR following the process used for all faculty appointment tracks. All attachments must accompany the offer when it is presented to the candidate.  
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Academic Specialist Handbook
Classifying Positions as Academic Specialist tip sheet from MSU FASA
History of the Specialist System slideshow: 
· 2006 History of Specialists presentation at https://hcommons.org/app/uploads/sites/1003671/2024/08/2006HistoryOfSpecialists2.pdf on the ASAC site
· 2022 Academic Specialist History, Roles, Appointment Types and Advancing as an Academic Specialist at https://ofasd.msu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Academic-Specialist-History-Roles-Appointment-Types-and-Advancing-as-a-Specialist-by-S-Lang.pptx on the FASD site
Bylaws
· CHM Bylaws are available from the CHM website
· MSU Bylaws for Academic Governance
Comparison of Tenure and Academic Specialist Continuing Status
Constructing Specific Criteria for Promotion
CHM Academic Specialist Promotion and Award of Continuing Status Guidelines
Form on Progress and Excellence for Academic Specialists
Models for academic specialist unit level promotion/RPC procedures, annual review procedures, and annual review forms are available upon request from the Office of Faculty Affairs and Development.
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