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How to read ACRA: 

What qualifications did life 
science faculty define as 
important in their evaluation 
of faculty candidates? This 
ACRA rubric represents 14 
qualifications.

3 groups of institutions:
T: teaching-only institutions, 
RT: research and 
teaching-focused, 
R: research-intensive 

These percentage values 
indicate the proportion of 
faculty in each group that 
identified this qualification as 
significantly contributing to 
their hiring decisions.

These percentage values indicate 
the proportion of faculty in this 
group who selected this level as 
their minimal hiring level for a 
tenure-track faculty position. 

The Academic Career Readiness Assessment (ACRA) is a rubric developed by the Office of Career and Professional Development (OCPD) at the 
University of California, San Francisco (UCSF) with a grant from Burroughs Wellcome Fund. In 2019, it received the Innovation in Research and 
Research Education award from the Association of American Medical Colleges. The goal of ACRA is to provide life science graduate students and 
postdoctoral scholars with the information they need to explore, plan for and apply to faculty positions at different types of institutions, regardless 
of their understanding of the intricacies of the U.S. education system and independently of the mentoring they receive. The rubric can also be used 
to inform faculty hiring practices and provide transparency in the faculty hiring process.

Plan on using ACRA? Contact Laurence Clement, Director of Research in Career Education, UCSF Office of Career and Professional Development, 
laurence.clement@ucsf.edu. Help us continue to improve graduate and postdoctoral training by completing our trainee survey: 
http://bit.ly/ACRAtrainee or our faculty survey: http://bit.ly/ACRAfaculty.  Receive updates about additional tools and publications through our email 
list at career.ucsf.edu/ACRA.

What is the  Academic Career Readiness Assessment (ACRA)?

Laurence Clement, PhD - University of California, San Francisco
Director, Research in Career Education, Office of Career and Professional Development
Associate Adjunct Professor, Department of Social and Behavioral Sciences
PI, Burroughs Wellcome Fund CGT grant "A Career Readiness Framework for Research Trainees" (2015-2017)

Jennie Dorman, PhD - Research Director, University of California, San Francisco

Rick McGee, PhD - Associate Dean for Professional Development, Northwestern University Feinberg School of Medicine - Associate Professor 
of Medical Education, Scientific Careers Research and Development Group

Who developed ACRA?

How was ACRA developed? 

The ACRA rubric is the result of a study which involved interviewing eighteen biology and biochemistry faculty across the country who have 
experience participating in the hiring of new tenure-track faculty in their field 1. It aims to describe the qualifications (such as publications, teaching 
experience, or commitment to diversity) that contribute significantly to hiring decisions for life science faculty positions at three groups of 
institutions. Institutions were categorized using the 2015 Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education 2 as follows:

● R group: research-intensive institutions with limited teaching requirements (R1 institutions, referred to as R institutions in this study, n=4 
faculty representing 5 institutions), 

● RT group: institutions with both research and teaching requirements (including Primarily Undergraduate Institutions (PUIs) and Liberal 
Arts Colleges (LACs), or RT institutions in this study, n=10 faculty),

● T group: teaching-only institutions (such as Community Colleges, or T institutions, n=4). 
In the October 2019 version of ACRA, we have included the responses of these faculty to a survey intended to confirm language used in the ACRA 
and identify minimal hiring levels for each type of institution (T: n=3, RT: n=12, R: n=3). 
1 Faculty positions in the life sciences: Improving trainees' awareness of hiring criteria. J.B. Dorman, T.A. Nguyen, N. Saul, R. McGee, A.C. Goldfien, 
L. Clement. American Society for Cell Biology Annual Meeting. December 2016. Poster Presentation.
2 http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/index.php
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The Academic Career Readiness Assessment (ACRA)
Qualification Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4

Teaching Practices Candidate shows 
awareness of their limited 
teaching abilities and is 
interested in developing 
teaching skills.

Level 1 & Candidate is 
familiar with the evidence 
supporting the use of 
active learning strategies 
in the classroom. 

Level 2 & Candidate 
demonstrates that they 
can use active learning 
strategies effectively in 
the classroom. 

Level 3 & Candidate 
reflects on own teaching 
effectiveness and uses 
an iterative process to 
teaching to improve 
curriculum (1).

T 91% Required 18% 27% 27% 18%

RT 91% Required 14% 36% 32% 9%

R 42% 32% 11%

T
Teaching Experience Candidate has had 

significant
responsibilities (2) as a 
teaching assistant.
 

Candidate has been fully 
responsible for 
organizing (3) and 
teaching a course.

Candidate has been fully 
responsible for 
organizing (3) and 
teaching a course with a 
comparable student 
population (4).

Candidate has been fully 
responsible for 
organizing (3) and 
teaching a variety of 
courses (5) with a 
comparable student 
population (4). 

T 100% Required 18% 18% 55% 9%

RT 86% Required 27% 36% 14% 9%

R 21% 21%

Commitment and Ability to 
Serve a Diverse 
Student Population

Candidate demonstrates 
the sensitivity, respect 
for individuals of all 
backgrounds, and the 
interpersonal skills to 
interact with them.

Level 1 & Candidate has 
immersed self in a 
diverse community, or 
has mentored, advised or 
taught diverse 
populations of students.

Level 2 & Candidate has 
used strategies to 
support learning of 
diverse populations of 
students.

Level 3 & Candidate can 
articulate a personal 
experience with equity or 
social justice that 
inspires them to improve 
learning experiences of 
diverse populations of 
students. (6)  

T 82% Required 27% 45% 9%

RT 82% Required 59% 9% 3% 9%

R 34% 32% 3%

Inclusion of Undergraduate 
Research Experiences 
in Research Plan

Candidate demonstrates 
a clear understanding 
that they will be working 
with undergraduate 
and/or Master’s 
students.

Level 1 & Candidate 
understands the 
implications of doing 
research with non-PhD 
students on scope of 
project.

Level 2 & Research plan 
is specifically tailored to 
the institution’s 
undergraduate and/or 
Master’s population.

Level 3 & Candidate is 
able to propose projects 
of different calibers for 
different student 
populations. (7)

T 9% 9%

RT 91% Required 18% 9% 55% 9%

R 5% 5%

RT
Experience Conducting 
Research with Students

Candidate can articulate 
a scientific mentoring 
philosophy that meets 
the needs of the non-
PhD student population 
served by this institution.

Level 1 & Candidate has 
experience conducting 
research with non-PhD 
students 

Level 2 & Research 
conducted with non-PhD 
students produced 
preliminary data. 

Level 3 & Data produced 
by non-PhD students 
was included in a 
scientific poster or paper.

T 27% 18% 9%

RT 82% Required 45% 36%

R 16% 13% 3%

T: Teaching-Only 
institutions

RT: Research- and 
Teaching-Focused 
institutions

R: Research-Intensive 
institutions
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The Academic Career Readiness Assessment (ACRA)
Qualification Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4

Research Feasibility 
with Available Resources

Candidate demonstrates 
ability to develop a 
research program within 
the limitations of the 
start-up funds. (8)

Level 1 & Candidate 
demonstrates the ability 
to independently manage 
and run the equipment 
required for their 
research program. (9)

Level 2 & Research 
program is feasible in the 
institution’s research and 
geographic environment, 
which includes some 
minor constraints. (10)

Level 3 & Research plan 
is tailored to the non-R1 
institution’s highly limited 
resources. (11)

T 9% 9%

RT 82% Required 14% 9% 36% 23%

R 66% Required 16% 26% 24%

Verbal Communication 
of Research

Can present research 
clearly and effectively to 
labmates.

Can present science 
clearly to scientists in the 
same sub-discipline (for 
example, to other 
microbiologists).

Can present science 
clearly and effectively to 
scientists outside of 
subfield.

Can present science 
clearly and effectively 
and can spark the 
interest of scientists 
outside of subfield and 
non-PhD students.

T 27% 9% 9% 9%

RT 73% Required 14% 59%

R 87% Required 3% 61% 24%

RT
Publications Candidate has produced 

a few papers, regardless 
of authorship or impact.

Candidate has produced 
first author papers during 
postdoc and (12) PhD 
(regardless of impact) 
(13).

Candidate has produced 
first author papers during 
postdoc and (12) PhD, 
with at least one paper 
contributing significantly 
to the field (14).

Candidate has produced 
first author papers during 
postdoc and (12) PhD, at 
least one of which was 
published in Cell, Nature, 
or Science (15).

New T 18% 18% 1

RT 77% Required 9% 64% 5% 1

R 100% Required 1 3% 95% 3%

Research Vision & Strategy Research program is 
exciting (16) with a clear 
direction and includes 
explicit, feasible steps to 
attain this direction over 
the first couple of years.

Level 1 & There is an 
interesting, broad, 
research question that 
fills important gaps in the 
field and provides 
direction for the next 5 to 
10 years.

Level 2 & The research 
question is broken down 
into smaller, feasible 
projects that use 
appropriate methods to 
answer the question.

Level 3 & The candidate 
has demonstrated 
experience successfully 
implementing this or a 
similar vision 
independently. (17) 

T 9% 9%

RT 77% Required 41% 18% 18%

R R 87% Required 13% 29% 34% 11%

Funding Plan Candidate can suggest 
specific funding agencies 
and program names to 
fund proposed research 
program. (18)

Level 1 & Proposed 
research program is 
ambitious and impactful 
enough to be funded by 
an R01 grant. (19)

Level 2 & Candidate has 
developed specific aims 
that can be realistically 
achieved with a first R01 
grant. (20) 

Level 3 & Candidate has 
developed a funding plan 
beyond the first R01 
grant. (21)  

T 9% 9%

RT 45% 45%

R 68% Required 8% 24% 34% 3%

Research Independence Candidate has the 
technical expertise to run 
their proposed research 
program independently. 
(22)

Level 1 & Candidate 
shows ability to lead a 
research program, by 
developing own ideas 
and new collaborations 
independently. (23)

Level 2 & Candidate’s 
proposed research 
program does not appear 
to be in competition with 
their current advisor’s. 
(24)

Level 3 & Candidate can 
provide evidence of 
independence through 
advisor’s 
recommendation letter.

T 0%

RT 59% Required 27% 23% 5% 5%

R 82% Required 11% 32% 24% 16%

T: Teaching-Only 
institutions

RT: Research- and 
Teaching-Focused 
institutions

R: Research-Intensive 
institutions
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The Academic Career Readiness Assessment (ACRA)
Qualification Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4

Recommendations Enthusiastic and 
personalized 
recommendations from 
both PD and PhD 
advisors. (25)  

Level 1 & letters from 
other respected 
scientists who are well 
known by the search 
committee AND who 
know the candidate well. 
(26)

Level 2 & letters 
emphasize candidate’s 
ability to be successful 
as a principal 
investigator. 

Level 3 & letters 
emphasize that the 
candidate shows the 
potential to become a 
leader in the field.

T T 36% 27% 9%

RT 73% Required 59% 9% 5%

R 92% Required 24% 5% 32% 32%

Collegiality Candidate demonstrates 
the ability to interact with 
colleagues in a 
professional manner.

Levels 1 & Candidate 
demonstrates the 
interpersonal skills well-
suited for the department’
s culture. (27)

Level 2 & Candidate 
demonstrates willingness 
to share ideas and 
resources with 
colleagues. (28)

Level 3 & Candidate 
demonstrates the ability 
to develop collaborative 
projects with colleagues. 
(29)

RT T 91% Required 27% 27% 27% 9%

RT 77% Required 5% 41% 27% 5%

R 76% Required 16% 13% 42% 5%

Fit Candidate has sought 
experiences that align 
with the institution’s 
teaching/ research 
mission. (30)  

Level 1 & Research or 
teaching disciplines meet 
the needs of the 
department. (31) 

Level 2 & Candidate has 
the ability and 
determination to handle 
the high workload. (32)

Level 3 & Candidate 
highlights potential 
synergies with others in 
department or institution.

R T 82% Required 18% 45% 9% 9%

RT 95% Required 55% 23% 18%

R 82% Required 5% 29% 16% 32%

T: Teaching-Only 
institutions

RT: Research- and 
Teaching-Focused 
institutions

R: Research-Intensive 
institutions
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