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Where CAP stood (WCS) is a document produced by the Committee on Academic Personnel to 
complement the committee’s formal annual report. It is an informal document and affords an 
opportunity to go into more length about issues and topics that have occupied CAP’s time and 
attention during the year (2013–2014 in this case). References to WCS occur occasionally in 
candidates’ files. This is gratifying, since understanding CAP’s thinking is always a good start in 
framing the logic behind the actions proposed in a file. At the same time, it should be noted that 
University policies can change from year to year and individual files are different, so it can be 
hard to predict the fate of a proposed action just from reading and quoting a past WCS. Each 
year’s WCS will focus on issues that were most pressing during that year. To quote a 1950s 
science fiction author, “To follow a tradition means to do things in the same grand style as your 
predecessors; it does not mean to do the same thing.” This describes quite well the approach of 
CAP in 2013–14. 

As a result, WCS is different every year. This year, in terms of the big picture, CAP has been 
particularly concerned with issues of equity, salary, and departmental standards for advancement 
and promotion. These issues manifest themselves as more specific procedural concerns, and this 
document is structured in terms of these concerns. Some of these concerns have led to changes to 
file preparation and processing, and these are mentioned below. During the year, CAP members 
noted questions and issues they thought would be helpful to be conveyed to the faculty in order to 
assist them in file preparation. These were brought together into narrative form to produce WCS. 

File preparation 

Letters 

Many of the files seen by CAP require letters of evaluation. Five independent external referee 
letters are required for promotion to tenure or for appointment to a tenured position (or equivalent 
for certain series), three letters for other actions (appointment to Assistant Professor, Steps III–
VI; promotion to the Full rank, and advancement to Above Scale). Entry-level appointments 
(appointment to Assistant Professor at Steps I and II) do not require external referee letters to be 
independent. The purpose in requiring a certain number of independent external referee letters is 
to ensure that file reviewers receive as complete and objective assessment of the file as possible 
from leading experts in the candidate’s field. Letters also serve as external validation of the 
candidate’s work. It is an invaluable way for CAP to assess the impact of a candidate’s work. 
CAP has grown increasingly concerned that this requirement, which is part of the Personnel 
Policy Manual (PPM), is not understood. While external means outside UCSD, independent is 
usually taken to mean not a collaborator or joint grant holder, nor a former mentor. In most cases, 
the lack of independence is clear and the external referees themselves explain the link to the 
candidate below the main body of the letter, as they are requested to do. Nevertheless, CAP this 
year saw files in which letters were claimed to be independent when the writer had clearly 
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explained that he or she had collaborated with the candidate (and not in the distant past). CAP 
understands that, for certain fields and certain candidates, it may be difficult to find external 
referees who have never collaborated with the candidate. Depending on the type of relationship, 
CAP will usually accept letters from external referees who have not collaborated with the 
candidate too recently (e.g. in the past five or more years).  

Files that do not have the required number of independent letters must be returned to the 
department, thereby slowing down the review process. There is a distinction between CAP’s 
requesting further information to clarify some aspect of the file, and an incomplete file that does 
not contain the number of letters required by policy. As a result, as of this year CAP is making a 
distinction between these two reasons for returning files. 

The standard solicitation letter requests the writer to identify his or her relation with the 
candidate. The letters in files should adhere to this requirement. Some departments document the 
relation between writers and candidates in a useful fashion in the list of external candidates; 
others are less helpful. 

Occasionally, CAP receives files with 10 or more referee letters. While this may be viewed as a 
positive statement about the candidate’s visibility in the field, it is not always clear that having 
this many letters provides any more useful information. It also risks exhausting letter writers. Any 
letter or correspondence between the department and letter writers should be included in the file. 

As of 2013–2014, external referee letters are no longer required for advancement to/through Step 
VI at the Full rank. Experience shows that strong cases sail through easily regardless of whether 
the file contains external letters. Files that are less clear-cut or files that include an acceleration 
may benefit from external letters if the letters are both informative and strongly support the case, 
and, better yet, if they are truly independent. 

Occasionally, the action described to external referees in solicitation letters does not match the 
proposed action. This may be a minor issue, but can raise questions regarding whether the 
external referee wrote with the proposed action in mind, and whether the referee would have 
supported the proposed action. Academic units should use the most recent solicitation letter found 
on the Academic Personnel Services website. Whenever suitable, if the proposed action is 
different from the action mentioned in the solicitation letter, external referees should be asked 
whether he/she would also support the proposed action. At the very least, the departmental 
recommendation letter should discuss how the department arrived at a different proposal than in 
its solicitation letter in its justification of the proposed action. 

Finally, while internal letters from UCSD colleagues or letters from collaborators cannot replace 
the independent external letters required, they can be useful in giving insight, particularly into a 
candidate’s clinical activity in the Health Sciences and into the candidate’s contribution to large 
collaborative research efforts. The problem of assessing candidates’ contributions to team science 
has also been a subject of concern this year. These should be clearly defined in the file, in 
particular in departmental letters. 

Documentation 

There has been some misunderstanding in the past regarding CAP’s stance on team science. The 
assertion that CAP is hostile to team science is simply not true, though it can be difficult to assess 
a candidate as an individual researcher if his/her contributions to collaborative projects are 
unclear. Some candidates describe their contribution to co-authored papers (some Health Science 
departments require this for the five most important papers). This is extremely helpful for papers 
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with long author lists. The issue of understanding a candidate’s contribution works both ways: 
CAP does not want to penalize either candidates who work in large teams or candidates who 
work alone. In the former case, it can be easy to undervalue the candidate’s contribution and 
argue that his or her role is merely superficial. In the latter case, the candidate’s productivity can 
be overshadowed by the sheer number of papers authored by large teams even within the same 
discipline. Therefore all candidates should take the opportunity to explain their specific 
contribution to papers. This can be done in a “candidate’s self assessment,” which some 
departments routinely submit. The self assessment is also a good place in which to document the 
candidate’s teaching and service contributions in his/her own words. The candidate’s 
contributions should also be clearly explained in the departmental and dean’s letters: these are in 
a position to put the contributions in a broader context. 

The relative importance assigned to original research articles versus review articles varies across 
different fields (the latter vary from prized to not nearly as prestigious as the former). 
Departmental recommendation letters should clearly explain when review (or any other) articles 
are particularly prestigious or meritorious. The biography/bibliography form has been revised to 
list the two categories separately. As of 2014–2015, the biography/bibliography forms in Arts 
departments will now be required to list the candidate’s work separately from external reviews of 
this work (this distinction was agreed on during 2012–2013). Only peer-reviewed work should be 
included in section A. 

Advances in technology have led to new publication venues for books and articles. Book fields 
need to document the peer-review process for open access and/or alternative venues for 
publication. CAP recognizes the prestige and stringent review processes associated with well-
established university presses, but other publishers may have an equally stringent review process. 
The prestige and merit of scholarly publication in venues such as conference proceedings, blogs, 
online journals and the like are field dependent and should be addressed by the unit. 

Some candidates hold multiple appointments in different departments. The specific contributions 
to each department should be documented. In the absence of such documentation, it can be hard 
to justify reappointment. As in all collaborations, communication between academic units is 
particularly important when more than one academic unit is involved in the review. Confusion 
can arise when some units do not receive teaching evaluations or other materials from all the 
other units and thus cannot provide an overall view of the teaching and scholarly record. A 
related scenario would be one in which a faculty member contributes significantly to a Program 
or an Undergraduate College. The candidate may wish to include a letter from the Program or 
College detailing his/her contributions.  

Documentation of teaching has long been a source of frustration, and in response to this, a joint 
Senate-Administration Task Force on the evaluation of teaching was created. The PPM 
encourages including two forms of evaluation in the file, and most departments provide CAPE 
scores, as well as student comments on these forms. CAP has generally found student comments 
to be helpful. If a department as a whole chooses not to utilize CAPEs, then an alternate form of 
student evaluation may be used. Some also provide peer reviews, while files can include syllabi. 
This issue has been discussed at length in previous WCS, and will be revisited in the report of the 
Task Force. No matter the type of evaluations included in the file, the departmental 
recommendation letter should include a thorough analysis of the evaluations provided. Numerical 
data should be contextualized and explained. It is the unit’s responsibility to provide teaching 
evaluations as well as an analysis of the candidate’s teaching performance based on those 
evaluations. In addition, when classes are co-taught, the unit should also provide an explanation 
of the individual’s responsibilities and performance.  
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It is critical that, for Adjunct Professor appointments, the specific breakdown of responsibilities 
be provided and discussed. A recent change in the PPM allows for more flexibility in the Adjunct 
Professor series when it comes to the weight of the various areas of evaluation: an Adjunct 
Professor may be involved predominantly in teaching and be expected to perform less research, 
for example. It should be noted that CAP has interpreted this to mean that some research is still 
necessary, and this research program should be explicitly discussed in the proposing letter.  The 
expectations for candidates in the Adjunct Professor series should be explicitly stated in the 
departmental recommendation letter. CAP continues to believe that candidates who are primarily 
engaged in teaching and pedagogical research would be more appropriate in the Lecturer with 
Security of Employment (LSOE) series. 

University service is a necessary component of service. PPM 230-28 states: “The four main 
performance criteria at UCSD are research and creative activity, teaching, professional 
competence and activity, and University and public service.” This is consistent with the fourth 
column of the relevant table “University & Public Service” in the PPM; the “and/or” language is 
in note (c) to that table refers only to Research Scientists and not Ladder-Rank faculty. As faculty 
progress in seniority, it is natural for them to take on greater responsibility, which can often mean 
service outside their home units.  

File preparation problems that frustrate reviewers include: 

• Inconsistencies in factual statements (e.g. numbers of research articles) between different 
letter writers and the Biography/Bibliography form. 

• Broken Dropbox links for candidates who submit only electronic publications. 
• No explanation of the distinction between a “thesis adviser” and “research adviser.” 
• Career review files that provide only information for the review period. This is 

refreshingly quick to read but it is inadequate if the proposed action is based on the 
candidate’s performance over their whole career. 

• Department recommendation letters that do not discuss “no” votes. These should be 
mentioned, even if just to say no reason was given. Unfortunate cases were seen this year 
when the chair’s discussion, after prompting, of “no” votes gave quite a lot more insight 
into the file, not always in a positive sense. 

Interpretation 

Independence 

The question of independence has been mentioned previously in terms of documenting a 
candidate’s contributions. CAP relies on the conventions of the candidate’s field to interpret 
bibliographies. Problems arise when the evidence from funding and from the bibliography is 
inconsistent: a candidate with independent funding continues to publish as junior or non-
corresponding author (courtesy publications are a particular case of a more general problem). 
Certain fields such as biostatistics and instrument development are prone to this potential issue: 
candidates are critical to the research that is being carried out and enable the science to happen, 
but do not furnish documented evidence of an independent research program. In this case, other 
information can be helpful, such as invitations to give talks, letters from collaborators as 
mentioned above. In addition, candidates can publish technical papers in methods journals. 
Solicitation letters should specifically state how UCSD views collaborative research and the 
material that goes out to referees should have the necessary information to bring out candidates’ 
contributions. 
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Standards 

The preceding sections have already highlighted the role of the Department Chair in the file 
review process. While the different actors in the file review process all bring their own 
perspective to a file, the Department Chair is the critical link in the chain, as the person who can 
talk to the candidate and manage expectations. More unhappiness is generated by situations 
where the candidate expects something that was unlikely to happen and this was not made clear 
by the Department Chair. The question of expectations is most important in the case of standards. 

In the case of accelerations, the PPM is particularly clear about the need to document the 
standards of research/creative activity (encompassing quality and quantity of productivity) for a 
normal merit increase. As noted earlier in this document, a file may be sent back if it is missing 
an essential part of the file, such as external referee letters. The absence of standards for a normal 
merit increase in an acceleration file would also constitute grounds for a returned file. The 
establishment of standards for normal merit increases is often troubling for chairs, some of whose 
departments are very broad, with different modes of publication and scholarship in different 
areas. Nevertheless, CAP argues that it is possible to establish standards, and that the standards 
should be set by each department rather than by CAP. Some departments have a document that is 
put together by their Executive Committee or equivalent body; others have a more-or-less set 
statement in all letters articulating the standards. In any case, the department itself is able to 
recognize what is viewed as an acceptable performance for a merit. This standard may vary 
within the department across groups, but it cannot be so fine-grained as to be individual-specific. 
Standards should be transparent and stable over time within (and possibly across) departments.  
CAP realizes that there is a range of performance that could justify a proposed action, and 
because of this, departments may be hesitant to adopt specific numerical standards for 
publication. If a faculty member does not clearly surpass the standards for normal merit increase, 
but the department still believes that acceleration is warranted, the departmental recommendation 
letter should clearly state the reasons for its recommendation. CAP does worry about standards 
changing from year to year; it also worries about standards that seem so low that in terms of 
quantification, candidates can beat them by a factor of 4, 5, or more. CAP audits regular merit 
files each year; as of this year it will ask for the statistics on all files to understand the differences 
between the rates of proposal and of success for accelerations of departments.  

Accelerations 

A major source of unhappiness is failed accelerations. It should be noted once again that a normal 
merit increase is not a penalty. Accelerations should be used to reward extraordinary 
contributions in research and creative activity, teaching, or other scholarly and educational 
contributions, or for recalibration purposes at career reviews, and requires the demonstration of 
unusual achievement and exceptional promise of continued growth. Extraordinary research is 
usually taken to mean productivity of around twice the standard, although particularly impactful 
publications may lower the absolute number, and less impactful publications may not warrant 
acceleration even if the absolute number is met. The PPM is clear that weakness in any area of 
evaluation would preclude acceleration. All areas of academic endeavor are evaluated for 
quantity and quality, and should be addressed in the file as meritorious for acceleration and 
should not be deficient.  
 
It is also possible at a career review to argue for a recalibration to a higher step. Some files have 
proposed both when both seem viable. CAP has at times found recalibration arguments 
compelling, but has been frustrated by them as well. They are usually phrased in terms of the 
productivity of the candidate compared to colleagues, ideally in the same subfield; however 
different measures are used for different candidates (publications, publications/year, patents, 
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proceedings, etc…) and the candidate always comes out as being at too low a step. The problem 
with this argument is that it leaves out the rest of the candidate’s activities: the comparison 
faculty may have a more distinguished history of teaching or service that has been critical in their 
progression up the academic ladder, and these activities are sometimes not mentioned in much 
depth, if at all, for the candidate under review. 
 
Leaves 

Accelerations proposed for candidates who have been on an extended leave of absence are 
particularly difficult to evaluate. It should be clarified that approved leaves for family or medical 
accommodation purposes are excluded from this discussion because the policy clearly states that 
candidates are excused from university duties while on family accommodation or medical leave. 
Candidates on extended leave for professional reasons such as service at a national institute may 
end up with essentially no research, teaching or university service during a review period. In the 
case of career reviews in particular, this can lead to “no change” recommendations. When 
accelerations are proposed, this can lead to recommendations of a normal merit increase. CAP 
appreciates the candidate’s contributions at a national level as a scholar, but accelerations are 
designed to reward colleagues who have excelled in research, teaching, and service, and 
unfortunately extended leaves may hamper a candidate’s progress in one or more of those 
categories, and constitute a weakness in the file. Chairs and candidates should be clear about the 
potential implications of extended absences from campus. 

Final thoughts 

The previous paragraphs discussing file preparation and interpretation have mostly treated issues 
of standards. Questions of equity and salary have also concerned CAP, and the Administration 
has worked together with the Senate to create several programs to address salary compression and 
retention. These programs will be discussed as a part of CAP’s annual report. However, it is 
worth mentioning in passing that while CAP’s judgment of files is based on academic criteria, the 
disparity between demonstrated academic achievement and “market-based” remuneration was a 
troubling one for committee members. The administration’s efforts to provide mechanisms to 
overcome inequity among faculty were judged to be critical by CAP. More remains to be done. 

As one CAP member has said, “Don’t try to second-guess CAP.” In other words, just because an 
action hasn’t happened in recent departmental memory (or at all) doesn’t mean it’s impossible. 
Contrariwise, don’t propose an action on the grounds of “If we don’t ask, we won’t get,” if the 
candidate’s achievements do not support the proposed action. 

At the risk of stating the obvious, CAP’s role is consultative: it provides a recommendation to the 
Executive Vice Chancellor, who makes the final decision. CAP’s letter serves a double role: to 
give a recommendation, but also, as a document of record in the candidate’s academic file, to 
provide feedback about the candidate’s performance. This role is formalized in the fourth-year 
appraisal process. As such, CAP occasionally points out where there is room for improvement, 
particularly for issues that might otherwise impede future progression through barrier steps. CAP 
is charged with the important task of evaluating their colleagues and making recommendations 
regarding the appropriate reward for faculty achievements during the review period, or their 
career. Most CAP members enjoy their time on the committee and view it as a rewarding 
opportunity to serve UCSD.  


