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Abstract 

 

This paper presents findings from an interview-based study investigating how a sample of New 

York City public high schools used the School-Based Option Transfer & Staffing Plan (SBO), 

which was designed to balance strict seniority with other school-determined criteria for teacher 

transfers. SBO also put other teacher hiring in the hands of school-based committees comprised 

of teachers, administrators and parents. The study finds that different schools implemented the 

SBO quite differently (some even entirely abandoning seniority as a consideration), that 

principals and administrators were well pleased with the program and that principals did not 

believe that the committee structure prevented them from hiring the candidates they desired. 

Thus, such a program might provide alternatives to seniority-driven systems that unions and 

districts can agree upon. 
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Compromising Quality?: Balancing Teacher Seniority Rights and Teacher Quality in Transfer 

and Staffing 

 One recurring criticism of collectively bargained teacher contracts is that they embrace 

the long standing arrangement that decisions as to which teachers can transfer into a school are 

based entirely on seniority, regardless of teacher quality or appropriateness (Boston Plan for 

Excellence, 2000; Hess & West, 2006; Levin, Mulhern & Schunck, 2005). This arrangement 

receives a great deal of attention, as it is the dominant paradigm in big city school districts.  

 In 1995, The New York City Board of Education and its teachers’ union, The United 

Federation of Teachers, negotiated “The School-Based Option Transfer and Staffing Plan” 

(SBO) to address the issue of teacher transfers without entirely abandoning seniority as a factor 

(UFT & NYC DOE, 2002). SBO was retained through two more contracts and was recently 

replaced with an entirely different system, “Open Market,” now in its second year. Schools that 

elected to use the SBO process used committees made up of teachers, parents and the principal to 

screen all transfer applicants. Before reviewing the applicants, they explicitly laid out the 

qualifications for each position, often crafting their own rubric to guide their decision making. 

Following interviews with the candidates, using their own guidelines, the committees rejected all 

applicants they judge unqualified, regardless of seniority. Each open position was then offered to 

those remaining in each pool in order of seniority.  

 The objectives of this paper are as follows: 

 • To present the findings of an exploratory, qualitative study that examines how a sample 

of three schools used the SBO in New York City. 

 • To explore whether and how this NYC program addressed the problems of traditional 

seniority based transfer systems.  
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 • To examine whether the program operated differently at an easy, a typical and a 

difficult to staff urban school.  

 • To join and enhance the broader conversation about how urban schools can meet 

staffing needs in a era of teacher shortages.  

Relevant Literature and Conceptualization 

 The criticism of traditional seniority-driven teacher transfer systems contains multiple 

different criticisms within it. First, ineffective or downright bad teachers can be given preference 

over obviously more talented and effective teachers simply due to their longer tenure in the 

district, a point firmly rooted in a discussion of teacher quality (Levin et al, 2005). Second, a 

teacher can transfer into a school even against the expressed desires of that school’s principal, 

even supplanting first- and second-year teachers already at that school (Moskowitz, 2006). This 

point is often separate from discussions of teacher quality, focusing on principals’ authority over 

their schools (e.g., holding principals accountable for results requires giving them the latitude to 

choose their own faculty). Third, seniority-based transfer is accused of contributing to the 

clustering of more able teachers in already higher performing schools, leaving lower performing 

schools with less able teachers (Boston Plan for Excellence, 2000). This is an equity argument 

and is actually at odds with the second argument: That is, holding principals responsible for their 

schools’ results pushes each of them to try to keep the best teachers in their own buildings, 

regardless of the equitable distribution of teachers within a district or across districts. Fourth, 

seniority-based transfers can blur the qualifications for a position, in that a certified but 

otherwise unqualified teacher may get a given position. For example, a social studies teacher 

who has only taught world history can get a position in a school needing a government and 

economics teacher. This points to the precise needs of schools in staffing, addressing the 
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matching of teachers with schools and/or positions. The last criticism of seniority based transfer 

systems – one usually unspoken, but implied –  is that younger and/or newer teachers are 

preferable to older and/or more experienced teachers. Perhaps, the thinking goes, older teachers 

are more burnt out, lazy, or too old fashioned in their approach (Stern, 2003; Gootman, 2005). 

 Regardless of the specific reasoning behind the criticism, the argument has been that 

seniority based transfer systems result in inferior or inappropriate teachers being hired. 

Therefore, to make schools better, many argue that such systems should be largely scrapped (e.g. 

Stern, 1995; Levin et al, 2005). Of course, each of the underlying criticisms is contested, as is the 

proposition that traditional teacher transfer systems are the cause of urban schools’ poor 

performance (Nelson, 2006).   

 In United Mind Workers, Kerchner, Koppich and Weeres (1997) call for “slender central 

agreement[s]” combined with more detailed “school based compacts.” (pp. 128-129). This 

proposal challenges simple notions of both centralized school systems (i.e.. as traditionally seen 

in big city districts) and radically decentralized systems (Chubb & Moe, 1990). Instead, these 

authors call for a broad outline to be set by the central office and teacher union working in 

concert, with details and particulars set in each school.  For example, “Decisions regarding 

teacher assignments…would rest with the school staffs,” (p. 124) rather than following dictates 

by central district offices or some monolithic system. This challenges both the power of central 

school district offices and teacher unions, each of which are best able to wield power when all 

teachers are seen as having a tiny number of easily noted characteristics to distinguish them 

(Kerchner, et al, 1997). 



Compromising Quality   

6 

 

 The SBO is a test case for this notion, having been negotiated to encompass the nation’s 

largest school district but leaving it to each individual school to decide the exact composition of 

its committee and the standards the committee will use to judge teacher qualification. 

 Despite the fact that this program operated for over ten years in the nation’s largest 

school system and its widespread use – at its peak, over 600 (nearly half) schools opted to use it 

– remarkably little has been written about the SBO program. LexisNexis, Wilson Education Full 

Text and ProQuest searches did not result in a single hit. Google and Google Scholar searches 

picked up references on the UFT’s and city Department of Education’s website, but the only 

other references they found were in two quite similar pieces by Dale Ballou, one a report from 

the conservative Manhattan Institute (Ballou, 1999) and the other a chapter (Ballou, 2000) in a 

book on New York City schools . These two pieces are based on the first three years of the SBO, 

discussing the program for just two pages. Ballou decries the early lack of popularity of the 

program – a problem that disappeared in later years – and the diminishing of principal authority 

that he perceives in the program. He also notes that the SBO did not solve problems caused by 

“excessing.”1 

The School-Based Option Transfer and Staffing Plan 

 The School-Based Option Transfer and Staffing Plan was described both in the teachers’ 

contract (appendix A)
2
 and in a joint publication from the DOE and the union that was 

distributed to schools (NYC Department of Education Division of Human Resources and United 

                                                
1 Schools whose enrollment declined during the school year could have their least senior teachers 

“excessed” to other schools’ vacancies for which they were appropriately certified. Receiving 

schools could not refuse the teachers, regardless of their suitability for the schools’ openings.  
2 The New York City teachers’ contract is often negotiated years after the previous contract has 

expired and is applied retroactively for many purposes (e.g. back pay for increases to the salary 

scale). Therefore, the last year of the SBO program’s operation was 2005, even though it is not in 

the current contract covering the period June of 2003 to October of 2007.  
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Federation of Teachers, 2005). Other resources were available to teachers on the United 

Federation of Teachers (UFT) website. Any school that elected to adopt the SBO did so by a vote 

of its chapter. These schools formed committees to make hiring decisions. A majority of each 

committee’s members had to be UFT teachers, and committees also included administrators and 

parents. Committees had to write common questions and criteria to be used for all candidates for 

a position, with a rubric to guide their scoring of each candidate. For transfers, they had to pre-

determine a cut-score for candidates to be deemed “qualified” and select the most senior 

candidate who passed that threshold. For non-transfer staffing, they were to select the most 

qualified candidate. In special cases, “extraordinary qualifications” could trump seniority. Each 

committee member was supposed to score each candidate before discussing that candidate’s 

interview with other members of the committee.  

Methodology 

 This study is based on cross case analysis of interviews with a purposive sample of 

twelve participants from three different New York City public schools. 

 The three schools were selected to represent one hard to staff school, one easy to staff 

school and one typical to staff school. Following Ingersoll’s (2002) idea that the mismatch 

between teacher supply and demand is more a function of low teacher retention than a teacher 

shortage, I used the proportion of the faculty that had been at each school for more than two 

years (as reported in their 2004-2005 Annual School Report Cards) as the measure of difficulty 

to staff. The hard and easy to staff schools’ rates had to differ by at least 20% from the city 

average and the typical school by no more than 5%. The three schools were intentionally selected 

to address the issues of whether more experienced teachers seek already higher performing 

schools and whether this impacts the effectiveness of the SBO process. Schools’ principals and 
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union chapter leaders had to agree to participate in my study, and the schools had to have used 

the SBO program for at least two years.  

School 

Faculty at this School 

More than 2 Years 

(2005) 

Hendrix High School 25% 

Temptations High School  55% 

Elvis High School 80% 

City Average 60% 

 

 In addition to the principal and chapter leader at each school, participants included a 

teacher who had sat on an SBO committee and an Assistant Principal (AP) from each school. It 

was expected that chapter leaders would defend rights and privileges earned through collective 

bargaining, principals would explain the importance of their control over their buildings, 

supervisors would speak to teacher quality and teachers to the workings of the process itself. 

Note that pseudonyms are used both for the schools and participants to protect their anonymity. 

Participants from the hard to staff school (Hendrix High School) have pseudonyms that begin 

with H, those from the typical school (Temptations High School) have pseudonyms that begin 

with T and the easy to staff school (Elvis High School) have pseudonyms that begin with E.  

 Data were collected through 40-60 minute semi-structured interview with each of the 

twelve participants (see Appendix B, Interview Protocol). Interview were recorded and 

transcribed verbatim. I coded the transcripts using Atlas.ti for issues related to the typical 

objections to seniority driven transfer systems, and subsequently using open coding (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998) to identify other recurrent themes.  

 To capture how these themes played out at each site, I constructed thematic profiles for 

each site, based on the coded data from the participants at that site (Seidman, 1991). I used 

matrices with categories that reflected the five standard objections to seniority-based transfer and 
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the emic concepts that I had found in the data. These tables allowed me to more closely examine 

how the three different schools used and were affected by the SBO program.  

 Throughout the process, beginning during my interviews with participants from the first 

school, I wrote analytic memos as my thinking developed. Thus, data collection and the first 

phase of analysis were intertwined (Maxwell, 1998). This, along with intentional efforts to find 

discrepant data, helped me to guard against validity threats. This also helped me to recognize 

connections between themes that were at first not apparent.  

 Before detailing the findings, I would like to point out two factors that I had not intended 

when I began this project. First, while participants were interviewed after the last round of SBO 

interviews were completed, those at Elvis High School did not yet know that the SBO program 

would not return the following year. Second, each of these three schools has experienced recent 

principal turnover. Two of the schools had different principals for each of the last two years of 

the SBO, though one of them had been an AP at the school before becoming principal. The third 

school’s principal has been replaced (after nearly a decade as principal) since I completed my 

interviews at that school.  

Findings 

Different SBO Implementations 

 Principal Ellison
3
, the first participant in the study, told me that “What happens in the 

SBO is kind of negotiable in each school.” While a few participants initially claimed that their 

                                                
3 As noted in the Methodology section, all schools and participants are referred to with 

pseudonyms to protect their anonymity. These pseudonyms have been selected to make it easy 

for the reader to identity the school in which the participants worked. Those from the hard to 

staff Hendrix High Schools have names that begin with an H. Those from the easy to staff Elvis 
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SBO worked entirely according to the official guidelines, all eventually spoke of how their 

school had tweaked the process, admitting that they did not know if those modifications fit 

within the guidelines. Principal Harper explained: 

Maybe like most schools, maybe we are very typical - in that things sort of begin by the 

rules and then they sort of mutate to become what people want, or sort of what’s 

expedient, or what fits in with our philosophy of who we are, and so that’s pretty much 

how it happened. 

 

Therefore, in this section I will address how the three schools’ SBO committees were structured, 

how they did their work (i.e. the criteria they considered as qualifications, how they dealt with 

seniority, the issue of a level playing field) and how much influence principals felt they had over 

the process.  

Committee Composition 

 The contract and guidelines called for SBO committees to comprise “the UFT chapter 

leader, the head of the school, and parents selected by the school’s parent association. Where 

appropriate, others should be invited to participate. The majority of the members of the personnel 

committees shall be teachers selected by the UFT chapter.” (UFT & NYC DOE, 2002). The three 

schools interpreted this quite differently.  

 Elvis High School (EHS) had the smallest committees, with just five voting members. 

The chapter leader and the principal usually sat in on the interviews, but they did not vote. Said 

Chapter Leader Erickson, “I would say that my role is to chair the committee to make sure that 

everything goes according to the rules.” Principal Ellison said, “I prefer to have my assistant 

principals serve [in a voting capacity] in the areas that they supervise because they are going to 

                                                                                                                                                       

High School have names that begin with an E. Those from the more typical Temptations High 

School have names that begin with a T. 
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work more closely with people.” The APs were joined by three teachers hand-picked by 

Erickson and a parent invited by the administration. Each department had its own committee. 

 Unlike the other schools, HHS used the same committee for all openings. In addition to 

two classroom teachers, Hendrix High School’s (HHS) principal and chapter leader were voting 

members, as was the PTA president (as the parent). It added its math and literacy coaches – UFT 

members who do not teach their own classes, but also do not have supervisory responsibility for 

teachers. THS’s committees varied in size from seven to ten members, depending on the year 

and the position in question. Both the AP and the principal sat as voting members, a parent and 

usually a school secretary. Teachers, from both the department with the opening and other 

departments, constituted at least half of the THS committees.  

Qualification 

 The guidelines allowed a lot of latitude in the qualifications that the SBO committees 

could ask about and consider, although they did not allow for a writing sample or demonstration 

lesson.  

 Teacher Hill, who had been hired through the SBO process, said that questions were “just 

about classroom management. If they had content questions they were stupid questions about the 

standards.” Chapter Leader Hodges seemed to corroborate, “To say it plainly: If we didn’t think 

you were going to be able to handle the kids, we weren’t going to hire you.” 

 Temptations High School’s ten questions for candidates were twice as many as those 

used in EHS and HHS. They focused on pedagogy, standards and content. However, Teacher 

Thomas pointed out, “Once those interviews began, I think honestly just as important as some of 

the answers about pedagogy per se, was the idea of would this person be able to plug into the 

[teachers’] social network.” 
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 Elvis High School’s Teacher Eaton felt that the administrators and the teachers had 

different priorities. “They are looking for people who will: push the paper, get the stuff done on 

time, you know, that kind of thing. We are looking more for people who are into the kids…do 

they relate well to the kids” However, all of the participants from EHS spoke of the importance 

of teachers having a high level mastery of content at this high achieving school. For example, 

three of them pointed out that candidates for social studies were asked “Which three revolutions 

in the last three centuries do you think were important in world history and why?”  

 Despite the differences pointed out by Teacher Eaton, participants from EHS and HHS 

said that committees almost always agreed on candidates. “Even though we were coming at it 

from different directions in our assessment, we seemed to all converge, in terms of our 

assessment,” said Chapter Leader Hodges. Furthermore, Teacher Eaton said “It is so rare that 

you have a middle of the road, ‘well maybe-eee.’” 

Seniority 

 Seniority was a huge issue, eagerly addressed by every participant. In fact, the problems 

of the seniority-driven transfer system are what motivated each school to adopt the SBO. Chapter 

leader Tejada explained: 

With the seniority, and we wanted to keep our teachers, unless we went to SBO at that 

time, we were liable to lose the teachers that we wanted, and it was a way to keep the 

people that we wanted to keep. 

 

 Virtually every participant at every school had a problem with the seniority component, 

including even Elvis High School’s Chapter Leader, whose principal described him as “a lot of 

old school guy.” Chapter Leader Erickson himself said,  

Seniority, in that I believe under the SBO they need to find some of, not doing away with 

seniority, but allowing in certain cases more flexibility to the school to pick and choose… 

There needs to be a little more give and take in there. 
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 Though a long standing union member and chapter leader, Erickson was quick to point out that 

the most senior person is not the most qualified candidate. Principal Tsai said, “the UFT included 

a tenure piece to [the SBO].  So we could interview a first year, who is excellent and a third-year 

who is ‘eh’ and we had to take the ‘eh’ person because they have more seniority.” 

 However, EHS stuck to the prescribed procedure of setting a cut score to determine who 

was qualified and selecting the most senior of those candidates. The other schools were not so 

careful. Chapter Leader Hodges explained, “We didn’t use seniority. We asked some salient 

questions. And it was very much based on how the candidate responded to our probing 

questions.” Temptations High School at times also ignored seniority when making the final 

decision. 

Tilting the Playing Field 

 Because Chapter Leader Erickson believed that it was his responsibility “to make sure 

that everything goes according to the rules,” EHS’s SBO committee followed the guidelines 

when making its decisions. Erickson told me that he was looking out for all UFT members, not 

just those at Elvis High School:  

I have a lot of problems with other schools that are SBO schools that it’s an inquisition in 

most of the schools. It’s done not because they want the most qualified person. It’s not 

done because they want a say in who, it’s done so they can gear it to the people they’ve 

already hired. And anyone who goes to the interview is given a hard time…I know what 

it means for someone who has worked in a bad school to have the opportunity to come 

here. And I try to keep that a level playing field. 

 

 Temptations High School was an excellent example of that. “I’d say that if there were 

people that we really knew that we wanted and that we were worried that there could be some 

doubt, that we’d try to make sure that people [on the committee] understood that.” Principal Tsai 

said, “So we'd also finagle that. We’d be like, ‘okay, let's make sure we write the criteria are ‘so 

and so’ is the most qualified.” In fact, on one occasion, Tsai even ignored the decision of the 
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SBO committee: “He didn't interview well…it's the only time I overruled them.  So I hired him 

anyway…I don't regret it. I don't regret it because he's awesome.” 

Principal Influence 

 While the SBO gave power to schools (i.e. prevented outsiders from transferring simply 

based on their seniority), it took some official decision making authority out of the hands of 

principals. Chapter Leader Erickson said: 

The principal gives up a lot of power in the SBO process. Teachers have an active say in 

all the hirings that are going on in this school involving UFT members. If were just a 

regular school, the people in the school have no say, but the principal does all the hirings 

other than transfers. 

 

Principal Harper agreed: “And as part of that collaboration, I am relinquishing a good deal of my 

hiring responsibilities and authority, because I want the input of a committee of people.” 

Principal Ellison was concerned that if he tried to exert too much influence, Elvis High School 

would return to the traditional system. 

I balance pushing the envelope with knowing, by the way, that if I push too hard the 

chapter can say we don’t want to support the SBO anymore because you are trying to 

control it. And therefore, I’m back to the old way. 

 

The teachers at EHS controlled the interviews, according to Teacher Eaton. This began even as 

the committee decided what questions should be asked and what criteria they would consider. 

“She [former departmental AP] was [included] last year. We liked her and so we took her input. 

And you know, we talked about it. We had the meeting. It was our decision and she knew that. 

This [current] AP we are not inviting.” 

 The principals at Temptations and Hendrix High Schools saw things very differently 

from Eaton. Principal Tsai did not feel that he had to hold back. In fact, Tsai felt that he had 

complete control: 
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When you're in a room with your staff and they see your face, they know which way you 

are going. Do you know what I mean? And there was never a moment when I was in the 

SBO and I wasn’t in control of it. 

 

Principal Harper had no problem with hiring the teachers he wanted, “I remember that every 

candidate that was hired was the one that I agreed should be hired.” He explained, “A smart 

principal always knows how to get what she or he wants. Honestly. I believe that it definitely is 

not hindrance. In my case it was not a hindrance.” 

 Teacher Thomas also commented on her principal’s ability to influence the members of 

the SBO committee.  

It was interesting to see how the dynamic shifted when the principal voiced an opinion 

about someone. That certainly played a role in the dynamic within SBO. I don’t know if 

that affected things afterwards, but I don’t think it did for me. But I think within the 

context of SBO that there was definitely a stress, a kind of a pressure there. 

 

SBO Impact on the Schools 

 Though how these schools’ SBO committees did their work is important in understanding 

the School-Based Option Transfer & Staffing Plan, the central question is how the SBO process 

affected these three schools.  In this section I will address its influence on the time it took to 

select candidates, on the school’s ability to bring in appropriate teachers and on the respective 

faculties’ cohesiveness and consistency. I will also address the degree to which SBO contributed 

to faculty-administration collaboration. 

Time to Hire 

 Everyone agreed that the SBO process increased the amount of time the transfer and 

hiring process took. The traditional seniority-based transfer system did not require any work 

from school-based personnel and was over quickly. Applicants signed up for the openings they 
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desired and the transfer decisions occurred automatically based on the applicant with the most 

seniority. The hiring process generally also took more time.  

 Elvis High School pushed all hiring to the transfer process. That is, its SBO committees 

did not meet during the summer or fall for regular hiring, leaving that to the principal – and the 

school’s assistant principals – to run. However, all openings filled through that process were 

opened up for transfers the following spring, with the teachers temporarily in those positions free 

to apply for them. Chapter Leader Erickson was still concerned about how much time the SBO 

demanded from teachers. “I keep trying to tell them no, don’t vote for it, ‘cause it’s a lot of 

work.” 

 Chapter Leader Tejada spoke of how the SBO process expanded teachers’ work on the 

calendar. “It took a lot longer. It was 12 months. Instead of just working and having your 

summers off, we had to have some people on over the summer.” Teacher Thomas addressed the 

volume of work, “Just as someone sitting on it, you could put in 20 hours.” Participants from 

Hendrix High School, however, said that they delegated their authority to the principal if 

teachers were not available over the summer so that the school would not have to wait until 

September for hiring.  

 Principal Tsai did not have a problem with the amount of time the SBO process took. “It 

definitely increases the amount of time it takes to hire somebody. But I don't necessarily equate 

increasing the amount of time to hire somebody as a negative thing. I see it as, you know, you 

pay me now or you pay me later.” The other participants from THS agreed with this sentiment. 

AP Tracey said, “We generally ended up with better people at the end by going through the 

longer process.” Chapter Leader Hodges said that committees by their very nature take more 

time than a unilateral decision, but that it was worth for the “democratizing” effect of the SBO. 
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Her principal, however, was the only participant who said that the process took him less time, 

explaining that the committee shared in the work that he otherwise would have had to do 

himself.  

Ability to Hire “The right teachers for this school” 

 Participants Hendrix High School all believed that the SBO process allowed the school to 

hire the right candidates. Principal Harper felt that he was able to steer the committee to agree on 

his preferred candidates and others felt that they were able to screen out candidates based on 

their own concerns. This primarily included their ability to deal with the student population of 

the school. “Because that’s why teachers burn out of here. Some of the kids here are tough. It’s 

tough,” said Teacher Hill.  

  Principal Tsai contrasted the SBO with the old seniority-driven system: “There were a 

few times where we really narrowly escaped taking someone who we never would have lived 

with because of SBO.” However, he was not entirely pleased with the SBO when it came to 

hiring the best teachers. “Because I can hire you.  You can have the exact right answer, you can 

know the buzzword about literacy is whole language and in that moment get it right.  And I 

could go with you. And you can still know [nothing].” He explained how he preferred to make 

hiring decisions: 

My thing is like, if you were to ask me before the SBO, how do you hire? Gut. Gut. 

Right? I hire based upon I’m going to walk you around the building and if you don't 

cringe when you pass 30 black boys I might hire you. Right? And then you’ve got to be 

smart. I’m going to shock you. I’m going to ask you a bunch of questions and if you 

don’t freak out maybe, I’ll try to hire you. And then if you come and teach and are 

amazing, then maybe I come and hire you. It's all here and here. Pure gut. Stomach and 

heart, right? 

 

Teacher Thomas had a very different concern. “And I think that there were people who really 

wanted to do this job and wanted to work at this specific school for very specific reasons who 
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maybe were not given a fair shake because they didn’t know the lingo.” He further explained this 

was often a matter of the kind of preparatory program that candidates had come through and that, 

“I am absolutely talking about a class issue. And I think that it also speaks to a race issue. And to 

me the two are almost inseparable.” However, Thomas – himself a white male from a middle 

class background - made clear that he felt this problem was not specific to Temptations High 

School or the SBO, but rather that the shortage of minority teachers – especially black male 

teachers – is “endemic to the teacher profession.” He felt that this issue should be addressed 

somehow in the rules and guidelines for the hiring process. 

 All participants from Elvis High School pointed to the importance of subject knowledge 

mastery in order to teach at EHS. For example, Chapter Leader Erickson said, “The reality, with 

the level of academics that we expect the kids to do, we need to make sure that kids get teachers 

that know the subject matter that they are supposed to be getting.” The SBO allowed the school 

to ensure that transferees have this mastery. “If they have a teacher downtown and they want 

them placed, they are still required to go through that SBO process. So a teacher can’t be forced 

on you in that way,” said Principal Ellison. However, the fact that the seniority component 

trumped the highest levels of mastery frustrated her:  

The young guy, he could be a Nobel Prize winner in mathematics, never taught before, 

decides that he wants to come into teaching, OK? I hired him in September because I had 

a vacancy. He’s got to go through the SBO in May. He is going to lose his job. I can’t tell 

you the last time I had a student teacher taught here and said “Yeah, give him the job.” 

Can’t. And I’ve got some good ones here, student teaching. Some that we have trained 

here. Can’t keep them. 

 

Because so many people applied for open positions at EHS, candidates selected by the SBO 

process almost invariably had many years of experience.  
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Faculty Cohesiveness and Consistency 

 With its high faculty turnover, Hendrix High School had a large problem with faculty 

cohesion. This was why Principal Harper wanted to use the SBO, even in his first year there. 

“My purposes, actually, for implementing the SBO were less about the quality of teachers we 

were getting…[than that] the school needed to transform its culture…to send a message to the 

community that we are becoming a collaborative learning community.” Chapter Leader Hodges 

felt that, “Because we are hiring our own colleagues. So it is going to create that esprit-de-corps. 

Just the notion that we can do that gives us an investment in the institution.” Harper felt that it 

was especially important in his first year, as it gave the other members of the committee “an 

understanding of my mental model.” However Principal Harper cautioned that the SBO was no 

magic bullet when it came to building community:  

It could [have an impact]. But it is not an A follows B sort of thing. It could, but it 

depends a lot on the community. Because if the SBO is used as an event, and it is sort of 

an one shot deal every time we have to hire somebody, we come together and we do this, 

then it is sort of an event. But if the SBO has grown out of some belief that the school has 

about its own culture and its own identity about being collaborative, then yeah, it can 

help with cohesion. 

 

No one at HHS thought that the SBO helped them to be more consistent in their 

educational philosophies or pedagogical approaches. The principal saw that as being part of his 

ongoing responsibility, and the assistant principal saw it as coming from state and city standards 

and mandated curricula. “I can’t see where that has any effect at all on [our consistency]. No. 

Uh-uh. Nope, no way. The English teachers have their ramp-up. The science teachers have 

their[s], but none of it is related to SBO.” 

 AP Tracey explained how the SBO process fit in with the growing sense of community at 

Temptations High School: 
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I think that ultimately that we became more cohesive at the same time that the SBO was 

going on. Since a lot of people were involved in the hiring practices, right? It tended to be 

more, I guess more of a common spirit about who were hiring. So, the only criticism was 

that for people who weren’t a part of it, who weren’t more – who had been in the school 

for a long time or really didn’t like the principal, or people who really didn’t – people 

who wanted to be left alone. And, I think that they ended up getting a little bit more 

marginalized, in some way because there was this growing consensus. It didn’t have 

everybody, right? But it was growing. 

 

Teacher Thomas felt that it helped to alleviate potential tensions between senior teachers and 

Principal Tsai when he was promoted from being an AP there. “I think that probably the tension 

was decreased initially because it took some of that power out of [Principal Tsai’s] hands. And 

that probably made the older staff happy because [Principal Tsai] can’t destroy the school.” 

However, like those at Hendrix High School, the participants at Temptations High School 

attributed faculty consistency to other causes. “I think that because we hired so many young 

teachers, so many were still trying to figure out their philosophical approach,” said AP Tracey, 

and Teacher Thomas agreed: 

I think that I would attribute that [consistency] to A) getting a lot of new teachers who 

did not know what they wanted to do, and were pretty much going to do what they were 

told. And B), it being a school wide departmental push. 

 

 Chapter Leader Erickson thought that the SBO helped faculty cohesiveness at Elvis High 

School. “I think so, yes, because teachers are picking their own colleagues.” Teacher Eaton felt it 

was much improved compared to principals making hiring decisions. “Yeah, I think that the SBO 

hires hold together a lot better than when the principal comes and makes some appointment for 

someone to be here.” However, no participant said that there was philosophical or pedagogical 

consistency across the faculty or within departments at EHS. Teacher Eaton said, “It doesn’t 

matter how they teach. It really doesn’t. We all have a different style… I think that [this school] 

recognized that different teachers have different styles and they are looking for the good teacher 
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whatever their style.” Chapter Leader Erickson said that this was more important for other 

schools than for EHS. 

I think that that faces other schools probably more than us. And the reason is that a lot of 

the small schools have a lot of things other than academics that they are dealing with. 

Special type team teaching experiences. It’s hard for established teachers to move into a 

new frame, a new mode. 

 

Launching Off Point for Future Collaboration 

 Even when directly asked, no one pointed to other collaborative initiatives that followed 

directly from the school’s use of the SBO process itself. Principal Ellison pointed only to other 

allowable deviations from the standard contract. In fact, although Elvis High School had used the 

SBO since its inception, far longer than the other two schools, there was clearly less of a spirit of 

collaboration between the administration faculty (and their chapter) than at THS and HHS. 

Ellison said of her relationship with the chapter leader, “If I say black, he’s got to say white. 

That’s clear on many issues.” In fact, this divide even went to the nature of the SBO itself. When 

I said to each of them that I “wanted to know about their experience with this hiring system,” 

each corrected me, though quite differently. ““It’s a staffing system, not a transfer system,” said 

Chapter Leader Erickson, while Ellison had earlier said, “SBO is not a hiring process. SBO is a 

transfer process.” This tension extended beyond simply their personal relationship, as Teacher 

Eaton said, ““He’s my ninth [principal], and he’s the worst. He’s been here the longest and he’s 

the worst.” 

 Teacher Thomas spoke more of SBO’s potential, “I think that it could have been. I think 

that what ended up happening was collaboration continued between administration and the staff 

that was in that room, or like, select other staff.”  Principal Tsai spoke of how it brought faculty 

and administration together: 
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What was cool about it was that in a lot of ways it aligns teachers with administrators in a 

way that we hadn't in the past, because we’re all at the door right?  And it's our school, 

and it's our school community and we’re all standing at the door, none of us want that 

dude in. 

 

Many participants from Temptations High School spoke of how they had changed their 

professional development process following the school’s use of SBO, but no one felt that their 

experience made it easier for them to do so. Principal Tsai pointed out at the very beginning of 

his interview the closeness of his relationship with his Chapter Leader, how closely they work 

together. “One of the reasons I’ve never had a grievance is because of [the chapter leader]. 

Because he won't allow it to go that far. He always comes to me first.”  

 Principal Harper returned to the idea that the SBO had to be part of a larger effort and 

that it could not in and of itself start such an effort: 

And again, I have to say it, if the SBO is a single event, then it is a single event and it is 

not going to effect change. If SBO, though, is sort of an outgrowth, and even a physical 

manifestation about how we should work as a community, then the SBO is, as it were, an 

organic function in this organism. And it continues the belief and the vision that we 

collaborate, that we work together, that we bring the best of who we are together to do 

the best work that we can. But if it is just an event then it is just an event and it is not 

going to change anything. 

 

Evaluations of the SBO Program 

 In this section I will address the overall impression that participants had of the School 

Based Option Transfers & Staffing Plan, its major shortcomings and the kind of 

recommendations participants had for improving it. 

General Satisfaction 

 Remarkably, no one thought that their school was wrong to use the SBO or that it had 

caused problems for their school. In fact, every single participant said that it was better than the 
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alternatives available to them at the time, and most said that it is probably better than the system 

that has replaced it. For example, Teacher Thomas said, “I think that having a number of 

opinions, taking into account when you have a decision that is going to affect the future of the 

building, you don’t want that to be in one person’s hands.” Principal Harper spoke for most when 

he said, 

Based on my understanding and the way that things worked here, no I would not change 

anything. I felt that I had enough flexibility in terms of the process and adoption of 

process and how the community adopted the process. I felt like it was cool. 

 

Principal Tsai expressed some regret about principals’ new freedom to make unilateral decisions 

with regard to transfers and other hiring. “I don't ever hire without informal staff input. But I like 

the formalized input as well.” The least satisfied of the participants was AP Evans; when asked 

to name the first thing she would change about the SBO, she offered only peripheral changes, 

preferring to keep the major components of the program: “[We] shouldn’t have to interview all 

of them; the resumes show that some don’t fit. On the record, I would like it to be just one 

application, that’s one thing. One form.” 

Miscellaneous Concerns 

 Most participants at the two schools that used larger committees, Hendrix and 

Temptations, wanted smaller committees. There was some disagreement about the composition 

of the committee. No one thought that the parents should be removed, though some wanted their 

role clarified. Teachers generally wanted fewer administrators on the committee – though only 

one wanted them removed entirely – and administrators wanted more parents, to better balance 

out the teachers. These issues followed their roles, and did not line up with the schools in which 

they worked.  
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 Both the principal and chapter leader at Temptations High School were concerned about 

the amount of time that teachers had to put into the SBO process above and beyond their 

teaching duties without additional remuneration, a problem that Principal Harper also cited, 

“Because it is more work, it is more time. So, how do you get people excited about ‘it’s an 

opportunity.’” Given the opportunity to make one change to it, Chapter Leader Tejada 

responded, “Besides getting money? That, I think would make it easier to get people. You really 

have to beg people in the summer time to come in.”  

 Teacher Thomas was the most impassioned in suggesting how to improve the SBO. He 

wanted schools to adopt the “Rooney Rule” used in the National Football League. In the NFL, 

teams must include a minority candidate every time they do interviews for a head coaching 

position. Teacher Thomas wanted that rule extended to open teacher positions, even though the 

he acknowledged that there is little a school can do if there are no minority applicants. His 

suggestion, however, was the only one that would significantly change how the SBO operated – 

and potentially have a large scale impact on the teacher hirings that might result.  

Impact on the Supply of Teachers 

 Although Ingersoll (2002) explains that the teacher shortage is really more about schools 

losing teachers than it is about a shortage of applicants in the first place, I asked participants 

about the supply of high quality applicants they saw during the SBO process. AP Evans said, 

“But this school doesn’t face that problem because teachers want this school much more than we 

want them.” Principal Ellison said that they usually had a dozen or more qualified applicants for 

each position. However, Temptations and Hendrix High Schools did potentially face this supply 

problem.  
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 Chapter Leader Hodges told me about some of the unsuitable applicants that HHS saw. 

For example, “We had one guy one in, he had tattoos on his arm, he looked like a biker, I swear. 

We didn’t want him. We didn’t hire him. We all went ‘fshew!’” Teacher Hill remarked that, 

“There were certain cases where we’d only have two applicants for one position.” However, 

even at Hendrix High School, there were always multiple applicants, though they were not 

always of high quality, and the SBO program had no impact on this. Principal Harper said that 

since his arrival at the school that he had reached to out middle school teachers that he knew 

from his former position as the major source of applicants. 

 AP Tracey explained that New York City’s Teaching Fellows program, an alternative 

route to teaching aimed at mid-career professionals, was vital to THS’s supply of high quality 

candidates:  

If it was just the old way, before the fellows program, right? The SBO process would be 

very different. If you were just getting applicants that were in the system that were doing 

seniority transfers and maybe people who were coming from like hiring fairs, it would be 

very different. But there’s that group of candidates [teaching fellows] who are looking for 

schools that have already [been] screened to a certain extent. And a lot of them are filling 

out areas where there maybe would not be a lot of people. You go to a hiring fair looking 

for certain subject areas. And if it wasn’t for the fellows, you weren’t going to find any. 

 

Teacher Thomas had a different view, “Personally, I think the kind of teachers that schools 

should hire [black male teachers] are in short supply, regardless.” 

Conclusions and Implications 

 Although New York City does not have the kind of thin contract that Kerchner et al. 

(1997) call for, the potential dynamic they describe is already happening. Schools had substantial 

freedom to fit the School Based Option Transfer and Staffing Plan to their needs in committee 

design and the criteria and qualifications they chose to consider. In fact, it appears that schools 

had the freedom to use the SBO as they saw fit, even outside the bounds that the contract and 
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official guidelines laid out. For example, Elvis High School managed to shift all permanent 

staffing to the transfer phase. 

 This freedom is also seen in the fact that although the SBO was explicitly designed to 

preserve a role for seniority in the transfer process, schools were free to ignore it. Not only did 

the plan officially allow for “extraordinary qualifications” to trump seniority, Temptations and 

Hendrix High Schools ignored it any time they chose. They treated the transfer component the 

same way that they treated staffing (i.e. non-transfer hiring), which was not supposed to consider 

seniority in the system. While there had been some confusion on their parts about various aspects 

of the process, they knew when they doing this that they going against the official design of the 

plan. 

 Seniority simply is not a well-liked criterion for bringing teachers into a school. Not a 

single participant spoke in favor of it. In fact, each and every one of them spoke against it. Even 

the “old school” and somewhat belligerent Chapter Leader Erickson said that its role should be 

diminished. While I titled this project “Compromising Quality?: Balancing Teacher Seniority 

Rights and Teacher Quality in Transfer and Staffing,” for the most part there was no balancing 

going on. No one wanted to compromise between quality and seniority, and apparently many 

schools went with quality alone, however they defined it. Although the Open market system that 

has since replaced both the SBO and the traditional system in the latest contract has done away 

with seniority as a factor, individual schools were ahead of district-union negotiations in this 

area. 

 Noted expert on teacher unions, Susan Moore Johnson, tells her students in the first week 

of class that contracts and actual practice can be “very very different” and that quite often no one 

is aware of that dichotomy (personal communication, 2/10/05). That certainly describes what 
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was happening with the SBO in New York City. School made many changes to their own SBO 

procedures, some of which they thought were not officially allowed and some of which they 

thought were. However, many of the changes that they thought were acceptable actually violated 

the contract. For example, Temptations High School required candidates to submit a writing 

sample, thinking that it was allowed when it was not.  Whether or not districts and their teacher 

unions agree to slim central contacts with local compacts to be negotiated at the school level, as 

Kerchner et al. advocate, is not the driving factor in these matters. There simply are too many 

other factors that lead to loose coupling in education (Weick, 1976). 

 While I very much wanted to find that successful use of the SBO process had led to 

further collaboration between the local union chapter and the administration, this plainly was not 

the case. Rather, pre-existing tensions ruled SBO. The climate of distrust prevented Elvis High 

School from making the SBO work as well as it might have. Even though they had used the SBO 

for a decade, tensions at EHS were as bad as they had ever been, and there were no signs that 

they might find other ways to collaborate together even though all of them felt that the SBO had 

been successful there. Meanwhile, the trust between the chapter leader and principals at 

Temptations High School made the program work, rather than the other way around.  

 This poses problems for those who argue that locally demonstrated results lead to 

changes in attitudes and beliefs. Richard Elmore (2004), Alan Bersin (Mehan, Hubbard & Stein, 

2005) and others argue that change cannot wait for attitudes to shift before it is implemented. 

Clearly, their theory of action does not apply here. Despite a decade of successful collaboration 

at Elvis High School, every participant expressed distrust of those on the other side of the 

faculty-administration divide, even to the extent that they were never able to implement the 

“extraordinary qualifications” provision. In much shorter order, the respective administrations 
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and chapters at Hendrix and Temptations High Schools collaborated to modify the SBO 

procedures. Both Principals Harper and Tsai pointed out that they work hard to build a collegial 

and collaborative community and that this contributed to the SBO’s success in their schools. This 

suggests that the unilateral imposition of new programs by administrators – especially in 

climates of distrust – is unlikely to influence the core issues that plague our most troubled 

schools and districts.  

 The SBO was no cure-all, however. Other programs in New York City impacted schools. 

Excessed teachers, which the current Open Market system allows principals to refuse, remained 

a problem. The SBO did nothing about the shortage of teachers in particular areas (e.g. math, 

science, shop, special education). Fortunately, the city’s Teaching Fellows Program can be used 

to support the SBO process, as at Temptations High school, “Where the fellows created this kind 

of reserve pool that we could tap into.” To the extent that the Teaching Fellows cannot generate 

an adequate supply of high quality candidates, this shortage will remain a problem. 

 Unfortunately, neither the traditional system, nor the SBO, nor the new “Open Market” 

system that has replaced them address the problem of the most effective teachers clustering at the 

highest achieving schools. Allowing teachers to select their school (as in seniority-based 

systems), groups of people at each school to select their teachers (as in the SBO) or giving 

principals unilateral authority over transfer into and staffing of their buildings prevents schools 

from addressing clustering. Like most equity issues, this problem calls for matters to be handled 

in a more centralized fashion, whereas current trends push towards greater decentralization.  

 Despite these issues, some kind of SBO-like process should be brought back to New 

York. It was successful at addressing many of the worst aspects of seniority-based transfer:. 

First, ineffective teachers were not able to get positions simply based upon their seniority in the 
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system. Second, as Principal Ellison said, “I don’t think that, as a principal, I know who 

necessarily the best person might be.” Teachers in the subject area or grade level can have 

insight that the principal does not and including them can lead to the selection of better 

candidates. Furthermore, these other members of the committee can usually better distinguish 

between someone who is generally certified for a position and someone who is well suited for 

the particular opening in the school. Importantly, principals did not feel hamstrung by needing to 

work within a committee to make hiring decisions. Rather, they felt that they were “in control” 

and were able to get the teachers that they wanted hired. Moreover, these schools do not involve 

parents and teachers in hiring as they used to, even though the principals found their “formal” 

involvement to be quite helpful. All three principals reported that the amount of time it would 

take to coordinate such efforts prevents them from doing so, even though all were able to do so 

when they were required to. 

 This shows that the crucial area of hiring is a candidate for initial collaboration between 

districts and their unions, be it under the umbrella of “shared decision making,” “distributed 

leadership” or some other paradigm. While it may not, of itself, improve relations or lessen 

tensions, it may have important symbolic value. District leadership may even score political 

points for offering such a program, providing an alternative to seniority-based transfer systems 

that teachers’ unions might accept, while individual school principals do not necessarily lose 

their control over hiring. Moreover, it can be part of a larger effort to build better relations 

between management and labor, either at the district or the school level.  

 Meanwhile, the loss of the SBO in New York City may actually be worsening school 

climate. “I think that, rightly or wrongly, that the perception is that with SBO gone that the 

power now reverts to the principal. And I think that that probably makes a lot of people nervous. 
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And that’s increasing tensions,” reported a teacher at Temptations High School. To whatever 

degree that the SBO helped schools to build their senses of community, its loss is being felt. AP 

Tracey said, 

But the thing that has been interesting, you know the SBO has not been around [for over 

a year] and the sustainability of some of that stuff it gets really hard. Because even 

though we’ve done a very good job of hiring, every school has its turnover. And as we 

are getting bigger, we’ve had to hire more people. Maintaining that consensus gets 

harder. 

 

 Of course, more research needs to be done to see if such systems operate differently in 

differently sized schools or in elementary or middle schools, as this study was limited to high 

schools. Now that New York City approaching its second hiring season without the School-

Based Option Transfer & Hiring plan, it would be interesting to investigate the degree to which 

principals have voluntarily retained elements of the SBO with being required to do so and their 

reasons for doing so. 

 Chapter Leader Tejada, who graduated from Temptations High School before returning 

as a teacher, reported one more problem with the current system, Open Market:  

What the problem is that as you get older in this thing, is that people come and go at a 

much faster rate. When I had, when I started teaching, my teachers were still here. 

Nobody ever left [this school]. You would start here as a starting teacher - and this was 

pretty much citywide - and go 30 years. And then come back subbing. It was nice, at least 

I thought so. You know now everybody wants to move on. 

 

Alas, some problems in staffing and hiring are not solvable. While the good old days might have 

been better in some respects, we cannot expect any system to bring them back.  
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Appendix A 

Contact Language Describing School-Based Option Transfer & Staffing Plan 

United Federation of Teachers and New York City Department of Education (2002). Agreement 

between THE BOARD OF EDUCATION of the City School District of the City of New York and 

UNITED FEDERATION OF TEACHERS Local 2, American Federation of Teachers, AFL-CIO 

covering TEACHERS November 16, 2000 - May 31, 2003 

ARTICLE EIGHTEEN 

F. School-Based Option Transfer & Staffing Plan 

The Board and the Union have agreed that the SBO transfer and staffing plan shall be extended 

to all schools in the following way: schools that, on a collaborative basis, apply for a school 

based option to establish personnel committees to select staff for all vacant positions (newly 

created and existing) shall participate in the SBO transfer and staffing plan. It is our joint 

expectation that by the final year of the agreement all schools will have personnel committees 

and will receive the training necessary to undertake the process of staffing their schools. During 

the fourth year of the 1995- 

2000 Agreement, the parties will evaluate the process with the view toward making any 

necessary changes in the next contract, or earlier, to both improve the process and accomplish 

these goals. 

School personnel committees will: 

 •  establish appropriate objective criteria based upon instructional needs, for filling vacancies; 

 •  establish a process to determine whether a candidate meets the school’s qualifications for the 

position; 

 •  select candidates and set up interviews; 

 •  select faculty for vacancies. 

The personnel committees shall be comprised of school staff members, the UFT chapter leader, 

the head of the school, and parents selected by the school’s parent association. Where 

appropriate, others should be invited to participate. The majority of the members of the personnel 

committees shall be teachers selected by the UFT chapter. Priority shall be given to regularly 

appointed teachers. Only those staff members who have received a satisfactory rating may serve 

on personnel committees. 

All teachers will be eligible for the SBO transfer and staffing plan. For SBO transfer plan 

purposes, vacancies eligible for transfer shall mean existing positions and the projected growth 

positions a school requires to grow to its envisioned staffing levels for each school year. 

The regular contractual excessing rules shall apply if a school utilizing this SBO staffing plan 

suffers a contraction of staff. 

The personnel committee will select the most experienced qualified applicant of those candidates 

who apply for vacancies advertised under the transfer component of the SBO transfer and 
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staffing plan. However, a less experienced applicant may be selected if the committee determines 

that the applicant possesses extraordinary qualifications. For vacancies not filled through the 

transfer component, the committee will select the most qualified applicants from candidates who 

apply to anticipated vacancies. All candidates will be informed in writing of a personnel 

committee’s decision. In performing its responsibilities, the personnel committees shall adhere to 

all relevant legal and contractual requirements including the hiring of personnel holding the 

appropriate credentials. Schools with SBO transfer and staffing plans will be required to attend 

an appropriate training program jointly developed by the Union and the Board. 

 

An unsuccessful candidate applying through the SBO transfer and staffing plan may challenge 

the basis for rejection through an expedited arbitration before an arbitrator with educational 

expertise, jointly selected by the Chancellor and UFT President. (See the "Expedited Arbitration 

Procedure for the SBO Transfer and Staffing Plan" at Article 22 E). Candidates who have 

applied for positions advertised through the SBO transfer and staffing process do not waive their 

rights to apply for the regular seniority transfer plan and to select a position thereunder. 

Schools that wish to utilize this SBO transfer and staffing plan shall apply no later than the 

January 15 preceding the school year in which the staffing plan would be in effect using a 

school-based option procedure adapted for this purpose. 

The procedures for voting and ratification at the school level shall be the same as for school 

based options established pursuant to Article 8B of the Agreement, except that the signatures of 

the District Representative and Superintendent will only indicate that the appropriate procedures 

have been followed. 

Positions must be advertised no later than March 30, and advertisements and filling of vacancies 

through the SBO transfer and staffing plan and the voluntary integration transfer plan shall be 

coordinated. The personnel committees will select and notify candidates eligible pursuant to the 

transfer component of this SBO staffing plan no later than the end of May. 

Schools involved in this SBO transfer and staffing plan will be required to report annually to the 

Board and the Union on the impact of this plan upon their school. These reporting procedures, as 

well as other details, will be contained in a circular to be issued by the Board. 
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol 

Time Frame: 

1.  Do you predate SBO at this school, or was it in place when you got here? 

2.  How long did you use SBO here? 

3.  Was SBO used at your previous job? 

4. How many of your hires went through SBO/how many hires fall within the SBO time frame? 

Time Consumed 

5.  Did SBO, in your view, increase or decrease the how long the hiring process took? 

Flexibility 

6.  Did SBO made it easier or harder to hire teachers you thought this school should hire? 

7.  Was there been anyone that you thought this school should have hired, for whom SBO 

was a stumbling block? 

8.  Did/how has SBO freed this school from district hiring constraints/procedures? 

Worth it 

9.  What was SBO's greatest strength/advantage, in your view? 

10.  What was SBO's greatest weakness/disadvantage, in your view? 

11.  What one thing would you have changed about SBO? 

Impact 

12.  Do you think that SBO influenced faculty cohesiveness? 

13  Do you think that SBO influenced faculty consistency? 

14. Did SBO influence teacher-management tensions? examples? 

15.  Did SBO led to other cooperative efforts between the chapter and the administration? 

16. How does the SBO compare to the new system, Open Market? 


