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Illustration bv Bill Stanton 

Seniority and Schools by Susan Moore Johnson 
Layoffs cannot be made without a price, says Ms. Johnson, after an intensive study of four school 
systems. But the disadvantages of a seniority-based system can be moderated; cooperation at the 
bargaining table is an important step. 

F ewer school dollars ultimately must 
mean fewer schoolteachers, for pub 

lic school budgets, allocated largely for 
salaries, cannot be cut appreciably with 
out staff layoffs. So in this time of fewer 
students, sagging public support, and tax 
payers' revolts, the issue of reduction in 

force is a fiery one - an issue that pro 
vokes strikes, threatens careers, and, most 
important, jeopardizes the quality of edu 
cation. Decisions made today about who 
stays and who goes will be felt in U.S. 
classrooms for years to come. 

Seniority, long used by industry as the 
major criterion for laying off workers, has 
made its way into teachers' contracts, to 
the dismay of many who believe that 

what's good for General Motors may not 
be good for the schools. ' Some school of 

ficials have resolutely resisted seniority 
and defended their right to determine lay 
offs on merit. But several factors make it 
unlikely that merit will ever be widely 
used.2 First, some states (e.g., New York, 
Ohio, Pennsylvania) require that staff 
reductions be seniority-based. Second, 
teacher unions, wary of contract language 
that might subject job decisions to arbi 
trary or political maneuverings, bargain 
hard against it. Even in those districts 
where performance is included in the con 
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tract as a criterion for layoffs, it is rarely 
used. Many such districts have no stan 
dardized evaluation procedures. Princi 
pals, who hold different views about what 
constitutes good teaching, typically evalu 
ate staff members by different standards, 
often trying to protect their teachers with 
high ratings. Ironically, even some school 
board members, who adamantly advocate 
merit layoffs in negotiations, eventually 
prefer the politically less troublesome 
standard of seniority. For a variety of 
reasons, then, seniority - not merit 
usually determines layoffs. As one school 
administrator said of a local effort to in 
stitute merit layoffs: 

It's great; it's noble; it's wonderful. But 
the question is, Who's going to make it 

work? It's the toughest thing in the 
world to make work.3 

How, then, will schools fare under 
seniority? How inflexible are seniority 
practices? How is seniority best applied to 
schools? An analysis of local teacher con 
tracts and in-depth interviews with local 
school officials and union leaders4 reveal 
that the process of laying off staff mem 
bers is considerably more complicated 
than the process of hiring them, that the 
disadvantages of seniority can be moder 
ated, and that cooperative rather than 
adversary bargaining sessions are more 
likely to yield well-crafted contract lan 
guage governing layoffs. 

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Teachers, union leaders, and adminis 
trators repeatedly say that using seniority 
to determine layoffs has two advantages. 
First, under seniority teachers are treated 
equitably. Standards are clear, and deci 
sions can be scrutinized. Teachers often 
report that, though they don't believe that 
senior teachers are more competent, they 
do support seniority as the criterion for 
layoffs because it eliminates patronage 
and provides protection against abuse by 
incompetent or vindictive administrators. 

One union leader said: 

If there were some other way that it 

could be done fairly and equitably, then 
we would entertain that. But here, what 
is important is who you know and how 

you can wheel and deal. So we need 

something objective like seniority.5 

Interestingly, many administrators agree 
that such concerns are warranted, that 
politics and prejudice might prevail if 
layoffs were not based on seniority. 

A second advantage of seniority prac 
tices is that they minimize uncertainty and 
establish order. In school districts of even 

moderate size, the potential complications 
introduced by a small number of pending 

A layoff system is 
far more than a choice 
at the bargaining 
table between merit 
and seniority. 

'^ 25 
3 

layoffs can upset and preoccupy many 
teachers if the criteria and process are un 
clear. Seniority reduces uncertainty and 
competition, largely because each teacher 
knows where he or she stands and can an 
ticipate the progress of layoffs. Many 
argue that such predictable procedures 
improve teacher morale and, ultimately, 
instruction. One teacher explained: 

There was a great deal of consternation 
in the building about the layoff process 
and how it would affect teachers who 
were to be transferred involuntarily. 
Now there's a feeling of relief among 
the teachers that there's some systematic 

way to deal with the issue.6 

Seniority, though, has its costs. Be 
cause seniority is not a measure of compe 
tence, many believe that its use com 
promises the quality of instruction. Some 
principals complain about teacher burn 
out among senior staff members and ex 
press regret about losing particularly 
talented or dedicated junior teachers 
through layoffs. Others are more con 
cerned that they have no control over staff 
reassignments. One such principal, in a 
district with strict seniority transfers, 
complained that there would be no calcu 
lus course in her school after the current 
teacher retired, because routine transfer 
procedures would not provide a qualified 
teacher for the course and she could not 
recruit one from another school.7 

Second, domino sequences of senior 
ity-determined transfers, where permit 
ted, can seriously disrupt instruction. One 
elementary principal told of a particularly 
outstanding second-grade teacher who, as 
a result of two other reassignments in the 
district, was bumped from her position 
two days before school began. She was re 
placed by a fourth-grade teacher from an 
other building. After three weeks of 
school, the grievance of yet another teach 
er gave her the rights to the second-grade 
position, and so the recently assigned 
teacher was sent off to another school and 
replaced by a third.8 A principal who had 
experienced a similar situation in her 
school observed: 

From the standpoint of the person who 
seeks a transfer, I can understand. 

However, from the standpoint of the 
class that's settled and ready to go, I 

wonder how that helps kids.9 

Third, many schoolpeople believe that 
frequent transfers determined by seniority 
rules rather than choice reduce teachers' 
allegiance to their schools and principals. 
A teacher's sense of belonging to a par 
ticular faculty and of participating in the 
educational mission of that school is es 
sential to the success of the school.'0 One 
principal explained that teachers in his 
school did many things that weren't re 
quired by contract, because "they feel 
considerable allegiance toward this build 
ing, toward making it the best in the sys 
tem."" Informal, interdependent work 
ing relationships that have developed over 
time among teachers and principals are 
precarious and can be disrupted by fre 
quent teacher reassignments. 

Finally, seniority-based layoffs jeop 
ardize what racial and ethnic diversity has 
been achieved in the schools during a 
decade of affirmative action efforts. The 
principle of "last hired, first fired" is not 
impartial if minority teachers absorb an 
inordinate share of the layoffs and if 
school staffs revert to being overwhelm 
ingly white. 

Seniority, then, is an objective stan 
dard that protects crucial job decisions 
from political interference or adminis 
trative abuse and lends itself to orderly 
procedures. But seniority, as it is applied 
in some districts, can present problems, 
for it provides no control over staff quali 
ty, it permits disruption of classes, and it 
undermines the allegiance, stability, and 
diversity of staff members. The costs of 
seniority can be great. But are they in 
evitable? Are there alternative models of 
seniority that can moderate or minimize 
these negative effects? 

Alternative Seniority Systems 

Most people think of seniority prac 
tices as simple, uniform systems. But a 
review of some 75 teacher contracts in 

Massachusetts turned up a surprising ar 
ray of alternative seniority provisions and 
revealed that a layoff system is far more 
than a choice at the bargaining table be 
tween merit and seniority. Rather, a lay 
off system comprises a set of procedures 
and standards that specify which groups 
of teachers are vulnerable when jobs are 
to be cut. It establishes the basis on which 
teachers from those groups will be select 
ed. It defines whether staff members who 
are laid off in their own teaching areas can 
bump junior staff members in other 
teaching areas. It specifies the qualifica 
tions a teacher must have to transfer or 
bump into a second area. It specifies how 
teachers are to be transferred and reas 
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signed. And it says whether and how mi 
nority staff are to be retained. 

The contracts that were reviewed 
ranged from those that gave seniority and 
teacher preferences considerable weight to 
those that counterbalanced seniority with 
administrative judgment and minimized 
bumping and transfers. Four districts 
were selected for closer scrutiny. Each was 
faced with substantial teacher layoffs 
(from 80 to 300) because of a tax limita 
tion proposition,12 and the contract in 
each district specified seniority as the sole 
criterion for determining layoffs. But 
other elements of the layoff systems in 
these districts were different. One con 
tract (in District A) called for layoffs on 
the basis of seniority, imposed no con 
straints on bumping, and included no con 
tractual assurances that teachers moving 
to new instructional areas would be well 
qualified for their positions there. By con 
trast, the contracts of each of the other 
three districts attempted to limit the po 
tential negative effects of seniority on the 
schools. Interviews with district admin 
istrators, building principals, and union 
leaders explored the effects of these vari 
ous seniority systems on the schools and 
investigated how seniority might best be 
applied in other districts.'3 

The following key components - 

drawn from the language on layoffs in the 
four contracts - proved to have con 
siderable consequence for the schools:'4 

* the criterion for layoffs (in this case, 
seniority), 

* the breadth of the layoff unit, 
* bumping rights, 
* prerequisites for teaching in a sec 

ond field, 
* reassignment prerogatives, and 
* mechanisms for maintaining minori 

ty staffing levels. 
In this study, I was able to investigate 

all but the last of these components. Only 
one district (B) included an affirmative ac 
tion clause in its contract section on 
layoffs, and that was being contested in 
court; its effects could not be examined 
closely.'5 I will discuss other components 
in some detail. 

The Layoff Unit 

The decade of the Sixties was a time of 
specialization in U.S. schools. We created 
programs for aspiring restaurant man 
agers, cosmetologists, and computer pro 
grammers, and we hired teachers with the 
experience and expertise to staff them. 
Teachers of theater arts were not simply 
English teachers who had done some act 
ing in high school, but individuals who 

were experienced in lighting, set building, 
and costume design. Elementary class 
room teachers were sought for their skill 
in managing open classrooms, their suc 

Narrow layoff units 
enable the strength 
and specialization 
of programs to be 
better maintained. 

cess with pre-adolescents, or their ex 
perience in teaching phonics. 

As such specialized staff members were 
hired, they were typically assigned to large 
departments or areas encompassing many 
kinds of specialization. Business depart 

ments included teachers who were skilled 
in stenography and typing as well as those 

who taught business law or business ad 
ministration. Teachers of electronics, 
auto mechanics, woodworking, and me 
chanical drawing made up the industrial 
arts staff. And all classroom teachers in 
the elementary school, whatever their in 
structional or grade specialties, were con 
sidered as one. Such groupings served 
largely administrative functions and had 
only indirect effects on classroom instruc 
tion. 

With layoffs, however, the size and 
shape of such teaching units have sudden 
ly become crucial. For example, if a layoff 
is necessary in the English department and 
the least senior English teacher is the 
theater arts specialist, the drama program 
is jeopardized. If a math position is cut 
and the computer teacher is junior, the 
new supply of microcomputers may sit 
unused. If layoff units are narrower, how 
ever - for example, encompassing only 
history teachers, not all social studies 
teachers - there is greater opportunity to 

meet program needs. 
Three districts in this study (A, B, and 

C) laid off teachers from broad units such 
as elementary (K-6), English, social 
studies, mathematics, music, art, and 
foreign language. These broad units pre 
sented problems when the positions to be 
cut and the people to be laid off didn't 

match. In District A, for instance, where 
all music teachers were in the same unit, 
one junior high school dropped its band 
program because the only music teacher 
assigned to the school could teach chorus 

but not band. In another school, the 
music teacher who survived layoffs could 
not teach strings or woodwinds, and these 
programs were dropped. The English-as 
a-second-language program in one district 
had once served primarily Greek students, 
but population shifts had created an 
increasing demand for Spanish. Both 

Greek- and Spanish-speaking teachers 

were in the same layoff unit; thus impend 
ing layoffs would leave the schools with 

Greek-speaking teachers, who had more 
seniority, to instruct Spanish-speaking 
students. Senior teachers in the business 
department of one district had been 
trained primarily in business administra 
tion and business law, but the students' 
demands were for courses in such skills as 
stenography and typing. One district ad 

ministrator predicted that, without con 
tract language that permitted layoffs by 
specialization, "We may eventually be 
faced with a business department having 
none of the capacity to teach courses for 
which we have student demand."'6 

In District D, layoff units were con 
siderably narrower. Within the science 
department, for example, there were 
separate units in general science, biology, 
chemistry, physics, and earth science. 
Elementary and secondary guidance coun 
selors were in different units, even though 
they held the same state certificates. Vocal 
and instrumental music teachers were 
similarly separated. Such units enabled 
cuts of positions and personnel to be 

matched more closely and the strength 
and specialization of programs to be bet 
ter maintained. 

The Right to Bump 

When teachers who are laid off in one 
school or unit bump junior teachers in 
other schools and units, the disruptions 
caused by layoffs are exacerbated. Team 
teaching, staff supervision, and teacher 
commitment to a school and its principal 
are threatened when such shifts occur sev 
eral years in succession. The principal of 
one school, where a third of the staff was 
new in one year, observed: 

Overall, I don't think a lot of disruption 
is healthy. The teachers last year were 

focusing on how long they would be 

there and where they would be next 

year. There is not much commitment in 

this situation to this school, or to the 

principal, or to the philosophy of the 

staff. There has to be some balance be 

tween a teacher who has been in the 

same seat in the same room for 20 years 

and the teacher who is in a different 

school each year. 17 

Another principal spoke about the impact 
of repeated staff changes on the program 
of his school: 

We are trying to institute a student 
centered learning system that requires 
people to work from one year to the 
next. That program suffers with cuts 
and transfers. At one time it might have 
been held together by the coordinators 
at the district office, but now, without 
them, that responsibility is left to the 
buildings. The buildings can only make 
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If bumping is permitted, 
its impact on the 
continuity and quality 
of the program 
should be 

minimized. 

it work if they have the same people 
working from year to year. 18 

Another principal noted that repeated 
staff changes harm good community rela 
tions: 

A neighborhood school must maintain 
stability. Over the years, you develop in 

timacy with the parents in the neigh 
borhood. There is an ongoing relation 
ship, continuity. 9 

Of the districts considered in this 
study, only one (A) prohibited teachers 

who lost their jobs in one unit from 
bumping into a second unit, even if they 
were certified to teach there. District A 
teachers held seniority "only in the single 
discipline in which they [were] teaching at 
the commencement of a given school 
year." As one district administrator ex 
plained, a teacher laid off in one discipline 
could not move to another discipline un 
less there was an opening that "no 
tenured teacher, no nontenured teacher, 
no teacher on recall, nobody [in that unit] 
could fill." 20 

Although the other three districts did 
permit teachers to bump into second 
areas, all prohibited sequential bumping. 
Each had a "one-bump" system that re 
quired the bumping teacher to displace the 
most junior member of a unit. Moreover, 
no district allowed changes during the 
school year. One personnel director said, 
"The superintendent doesn't permit se 
quential bumping. He guards against dis 
ruption in the schools."2' Another district 
administrator explained, "Once we give 
somebody a job, that's it. There's got to 
be a point at which we say, 'This is the 
staff.' "22 

Principals and district office admin 
istrators in the other districts agreed that 
open bumping should be prohibited, but 
they did not agree that all bumping should 
be ruled out, as it was in District A. One 
principal said, "We have some people 
who have all kinds of abilities and who 
can teach more than one subject effective 
ly. "23 A district administrator who shared 
that view told of one junior teacher who 
had been laid off from three different 
disciplines: 

She is an excellent teacher, and she has 
functioned very satisfactorily wherever 
she has moved. I think that it is well 

worth it for the district to provide her 

with the opportunity to keep her job.24 

All administrators agreed, though, that if 
bumping were to be permitted, its impact 
on the continuity and quality of the pro 
gram should be minimized. In three dis 
tricts this was done by requiring teachers 
to have specific qualifications before mov 

t ing into a second teaching area. 

Teaching in a Second Area 

An official in District B characterized 
"the opportunity for open bumping" in 
that district as "the worst feature of the 
teachers' contract. ''25 Teachers there who 
lost their jobs in one unit could displace 

more junior teachers in any other units for 
which they were certified. Because teach 
ers often held certificates for fields in 

which they had studied long ago but never 
taught, it was possible for them to claim 
jobs for which they were unfit. As one 
principal said, "You and I both know that 
certification and qualification are not 
equated in either direction."26 District of 
ficials were especially apprehensive about 
guidance counselors - "some of whom 
have been out of the classroom for 20 
years"27 - who claimed teaching jobs in 
their second areas. One told of a former 
business teacher who had been moved into 
science: "It's been a disaster. He's out of 
his element."28 There were, of course, 
some success stories of teachers who 
changed fields easily, but in District B 
there was no contractual protection 
against mistakes. 

By contrast, the other two districts that 
permitted bumping required teachers to 
have recent experience or additional 
coursework beyond certification before 

moving into a second area. The contract 
for District C teachers called for 30 hours 
of coursework in the second subject field 
at the secondary level and 24 hours at the 
elementary level or in special education. 
The District C central office reviewed all 
credits submitted by teachers and, in the 

words of one administrator, "held the line 
on what was okay."29 Disputes were set 
tled by a tripartite council that included 
representatives of both the teacher union 
and the administration. The contract for 
District D required teachers to have recent 
coursework or experience. Teachers there 
could be qualified for a second area if 
they had, within the past five years, either 
taught in that area or passed two graduate 
courses with a grade of B or better. 

Virtually all of those interviewed, in 
cluding union leaders, believed that such 
constraints were necessary to protect the 
quality of the school program. Many ar 

gued that recent teaching experience in a 
field was worth more than college course 

work. As one elementary principal said, 
"I believe we learn more by doing than by 
studying."30 Similarly, one high school 
principal argued: 

We have a veteran staff here. Having 
coursework is not having experience. 
For example, you can't move an 

elementary school counselor to the high 
school guidance department. It takes 
two or three years to break in a good 

counselor, and you can't expect teachers 
who've been teaching home economics 
to teach effective science classes, if they 
haven't taught science in 20 years.31 

But teachers in District D could not ac 
quire prior experience in an area unless 
administrators assigned them to teach 
there; because such assignments might be 
politically influenced, union leaders em 
phasized the importance of providing 
coursework as an alternative. 

Those interviewed differed as to 
whether fewer courses, taken recently, 
were more valuable than many courses 
taken over a long period of time. District 

C called for more coursework (24 to 30 
hours), but District D required that a 
teacher's six credits be acquired within the 
past five years. Although principals in 
District C said that they were generally 
satisfied with the quality control assured 
by the requirement of extensive course 
work, many of those interviewed in other 
districts agreed with the principal in Dis 
trict D who argued: 

Six credits now may be worth more than 
30 credits then. Credit power doesn't 
impress me. It's possible for someone to 
pick up a credit every time someone 
comes to town with a moving circus.32 

Another principal expressed concern that 
courses taken years before might no 
longer be relevant: "They need to be cur 
rent; they need to feel confident that they 
are up to date. "33 One District D ad 

ministrator argued, "This kind of retrain 
ing and constant renewal is good for the 
schools."34 But a principal in the same 
district was unconvinced: "This is not re 
newal," he said. "This is simply teachers 
taking courses to protect their liveli 
hoods. "35 

Asked whether they thought it was 
good to have staff members teaching in 

their second areas, most principals re 
sponded much like this one: 

There are some people I would want in 
the building whatever they were 
teaching, and there are some people I 

wouldn't want in the building no matter 
what they were teaching.36 

Administrators in all four school districts 
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agreed that there should be some pre 
requisites for teaching in a second area, 
but they recognized that these could be no 
more than safeguards, or, as one school 
official said, "damage control." 

Staff Reassignments 

The process of reduction in force is not 
finished when layoff decisions have been 

made, for the teachers who have lost their 
jobs rarely hold the positions that have 
been cut. Then the questions arise, Who 
will be reassigned? How will they be 
reassigned? Though often upstaged by the 

more dramatic issue of layoffs, reassign 
ment decisions are critical. 

Some contracts specify that seniority 
and teacher preferences will govern reas 
signments. In such cases, the least senior 
teacher moves out when a position is cut 
in a school, and then that teacher bids on 
openings for similar positions in other 
schools. These subsequent positions are 
awarded on the basis of seniority. A 
reassignment process that is bound by 
such seniority rules may well compound 
the problems presented by layoffs. For ex 
ample, an elementary school with a sub 
stantial minority population might well 
lose its only minority staff member. A 
high school math department might lose 
its only calculus teacher to a junior high 
school that cannot use his or her advanced 
skills. In such cases, districts cannot make 
the best use of their staff members. 

None of the four district contracts gave 
seniority such weight in reassignments. In 
each, district administrators could exer 
cise their judgment in making such deci 
sions. Notably, though, only some did. 
The District A contract stated that in 
voluntary transfers would be made on the 
basis of several criteria - academic 
preparation, seniority, performance, and 
major and minor areas of preparation. In 
1981, however, when seven teachers filed 
grievances because they had been reas 
signed out of seniority order, the central 
office administrators ruled in favor of the 
teachers. One principal, asked whether he 

would apply the nonseniority criteria to 
decisions about involuntary transfers this 
year, said, "If I attempt to deviate, I will 
lose on the grievance. I doubt if any of us 

will try that again. We've learned our 
lesson."37 Another said, "When I con 
sider a transfer, I am to move the bottom 

man. If that fails to meet the requirements 

of the program, the superintendent has 
the power to step in after the fact for the 
good of the system. But that hasn't hap 
pened yet."38 

District B officials took a very dif 
ferent stance. Seniority, the sole criterion 
for laying off teachers, played no role in 
reassigning the remaining staff. All teach 
ers filed three requests for placement, and 

the administration sought to match those 
requests with program needs. In most 
cases, teachers were given one of their 
three choices. One principal commented 
on the process: 

Teachers in this school have definite 

security about their jobs, but they are 
not terribly secure - despite their 

seniority - about their assignments. It 
is the central administration's position 

that you work for the system, not for a 
particular school. No teacher has a pro 

prietary right to a classroom.39 

Principals regularly said that they thought 
they should have more influence over re 
assignment decisions, but they emphati 
cally supported the administration's right 
to make the final decisions. One junior 
high school principal explained: 

If I'm a track coach, I have to put kids 

where I need them to win the meet. I can 

say to a kid, "You have to run the 220 

and the quarter mile." If he says, "I 

don't want to," then I can say, "You 

don't have to be on the teain." But if 

I'm coaching the team, I have to decide 

where kids will benefit us the most. It's 

the same with schools.40 

Officials in Districts C and D also exer 
cised their powers to reassign staff, after 
consulting with teachers and principals 
about their preferences; in each of the 
three districts, union leaders reported that 
these administrative powers were not be 
ing abused. One union president com 

mended the personnel director for doing 
"an excellent job of assigning staff.'"41 

Seniority practices are often thought to 
be objective and responsive to teachers at 
the expense of protecting administrators' 
discretion and meeting school needs. The 
experiences of these four districts show, 
though, that negotiating a layoff system 
need not be a zero-sum game. Contract 
language that defines narrow layoff units 
and specifies the requirements for teach 
ing in a second area can be objective and 
fair while maintaining instructional stan 
dards. A layoff system that limits bump 
ing does so for the good of both teachers 
and students. 

Although it is clear that there is no one 
best layoff system and that each system 

must be designed to fit local program 
needs, the structure of the school or 
ganization, and the realities of local 
school politics, certain features of seniori 
ty systems do appear to be better than 
others for schools. If a seniority-based 
layoff system is to preserve the specializa 
tion of the instructional program, insure 
that staff members are appropriately qual 
ified for the courses they teach, and mini 

mize disruptions of schools and class 
rooms, it should: 1) define layoff units 
that correspond to programmatic needs; 

A good layoff system 
should meet employees' 
needs for fairness and 
help management to 

maintain school quality. 

W= 

2) prohibit sequential bumping; 3) set 
qualifications beyond certification that a 
laid-off teacher must meet before moving 
into a second instructional area; and 4) 
preserve the administration's prerogative 
to assign staff members where they will 
best serve the schools. 

Negotiating a Layoff System 

A good seniority system must be a 
well-crafted one that has been shaped with 
careful attention to the relationships 
among layoff units, bumping rights, and 
reassignment procedures. It must be re 
sponsive to employees' needs for fair 
treatment and the responsibility of man 
agement to maintain good schools. It 

must be a system by design rather than by 
default, requiring the commitment and 
cooperation of both parties.42 

How can such a system be negotiated 
in these times, when scarcity and uncer 
tainty compel labor and management to 
take unyielding, dogmatic stances? The 
experiences of the four districts in this 
study suggest that hard bargaining may 
ultimately serve neither side well on this 

matter and that adversary tactics are inap 
propriate for resolving the complex prob 
lems of decline. 

In District A - where the contract de 
fined broad layoff units, permitted open 
bumping, and required no more than cer 
tification for a teacher to move into a sec 
ond teaching area - negotiators had 
simply traded a very small salary offer by 

management for a strict seniority layoff 
clause demanded by the union.43 By con 
trast, negotiators in the other three dis 
tricts had intentionally designed their lay 

off systems. 
A union leader in District B said, "The 

single disciplines were negotiated because 
the administration had a problem with the 
domino effect. They had to have some 
control over who was where in the sys 
tem."44 The District C tripartite council 
that reviewed teachers' qualifications to 
bump into a second area was created 
through cooperative negotiations, after 
"both sides recognized that the system we 
had was creating some problems."45 In 
District D, virtually all the contract lan 
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guage on layoffs had been drafted by a 
subcommittee. A union leader in District 

D reported that it became clear during ne 
gotiations that "two or three people 
working on it together could resolve it bet 
ter than it could be resolved at the table," 
so union members worked directly with 
the personnel director and obtained "very 
good language. "46 

These experiences suggest that when 
negotiators fail to recognize the impor 
tance of jointly resolving the issue of 
layoffs, when either side forces conces 
sions or precipitously concedes -to the 
other side's demands, or when negotiators 
simply split the difference between ex 
treme positions in an effort to settle the 
contract, the layoff system will probably 
not serve the schools well.47 

Union demands for a "straight" sen 
iority system are often viewed as non 
negotiable demands with the full force of 
the teacher membership behind them. In 
fact, although the majority of teachers 

may support seniority as the only objec 
tive criterion for layoffs, they are quite di 
vided in their views about layoff units, 
bumping rights, and reassignment proce 
dures. The issue of reduction in force is 
fundamentally a teacher-versus-teacher 

matter. Given that layoffs are neces 
sary, who should go and who should st4y? 

Given an open position, who is entitled to 
it? Consequently, teachers in any district 
can be expected to differ among them 
selves about the best seniority system. 
Senior teachers might want broad bump 
ing rights, while junior teachers might 
prefer that bumping be prohibited. Teach 
ers with multiple certifications might sup 
port a contract permitting easy movement 
from one unit to another, while teachers 

with course specialties might advocate 
narrow layoff units and extensive pre 
requisites for bumping. Any particular 
contract provision inevitably limits the op 
tions of some teachers and protects the in 
terests of others. 

Moreover, teachers recognize that they 
have a stake in the quality and reputation 
of their schools and know that they will 
ultimately pay if the union contract com 
promises them.48 Once assured that lay 
offs will be seniority-based, they can be 
responsive to proposals that would mini 

mize disruption and insure appropriately 
qualified teachers for each position. A 
personnel administrator in District D re 
called negotiations there: "The major is 
sue was seniority. Once they were granted 
seniority, the rest fell into place rather 
smoothly.'"'49 

Conclusion 

No layoff system -and certainly no 
seniority-based layoff system -can at 
once cut large numbers of teachers and 

preserve the diversity and specialization 
that have been built into school programs 
during the past two decades. However, 
the experiences of the four school districts 
in this st'udy illustrate that it is possible to 
regulate and moderate the effects of lay 
offs and that no district need submit the 
future of its schools to a set of short 
sighted rules. 

While some view retrenchment as an 
opportunity to consolidate and strengthen 
school programs, those in the four schools 
in this study did not. They had come to 
know that layoffs cannot be made without 
a price, and they were mindful of that 
price. They spoke of losing young people 
"who keep the schools lively," and of see 
ing some "crackerjack" teachers leave the 
profession. But they had faced large staff 
cuts and had concluded that those cuts 
could best be made with a carefully con 
structed seniority system. No one claimed 
to have found the ideal system, but these 
people were realists. Theirs was not a 
story of refinement and progress, but a 
story of coping and cutting losses. 

1. See, for example, M. Chester Notte, "How to Tell 
Which Teachers to Keep and Which to Lay Off," 
American School Board Journal, June 1976, pp. 
28-30. By contrast, Richard J. Murnane argues that 
seniority-based contracts may better insure equal 
educational opportunity than performance-based con 
tracts in Seniority Rules and Educational Productivi 
ty: Understanding the Consequences of a Mandate for 

Equality, Project Report No. 8-A17 (Stanford, Calif.: 
Institute for Research on Educational Finance and 

Governance, 1980). 

2. These arguments are summarized from Susan 
Moore Johnson, "Performance-Based Layoffs in the 
Public Schools: Implementation and Outcomes," 
Harvard Educational Review, May 1980, pp. 214-33. 

3. Interview with District C principal, 6 May 1982. 

4. Contracts were requested from 120 Massachusetts 
school districts in January 1982. The 75 that were 
received come from a very diverse group of districts. 
Interviews that I have reported here include those car 
ried out for this study as well as those that were part of 
a previous study of teacher unionism. See Susan 

Moore Johnson, Teacher Unions and the Schools 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Institute for Educational Policy 
Studies, 1982). 

5. Interview with District D union official, 14 April 
1982. 

6. Interview with elementary teacher, 20 September 
1979. 

7. Interview with high school principal, 4 November 
1980. 

8. Interview with elementary principal, 9 August 
1979. 

9. Interview with elementary principal, 6 November 
1979. 

10. See Johnson, Teacher Unions... , pp. 213-54. 

11. Interview with elementary principal, 4 November 
1980. 

12. Proposition 21/2 limits state and local tax on real 
estate and personal property to 2 l/2% of their full and 
fair value. Starting in fiscal year 1982, those com 

munities above the 2 1/20%o limit were required to reduce 
their taxes by 15%o each year until that limit is reached. 

13. Twenty-four interviews were conducted during 
spring of 1982. Those interviewed in each district in 
cluded district administrators who had personnel re 

sponsibilities, union presidents and their associates, 
and at least three principals from elementary, junior, 

and senior high schools. Principals were selected from 
among those recommended by school and union of 
ficials. 

14. Other features of the layoff system, such as the 
definition of seniority or recall rights, are very impor 
tant to clarify so that the system can be well-admin 
istered. But they do not have the same level of impact 
on school stability and quality. 

15. The affirmative action language in the District B 
contract was very ambiguous. As a result, staff mem 
bers there had been laid off without regard to race, 
and minority plaintiffs had taken the school district to 
court. In the remaining three districts, there were few 

minority staff members; in each case, layoffs had ac 
tually increased the percentage of minority teachers in 
the district. The issue of minority layoffs is currently 
the subject of considerable dispute. As this article is 

written, the Boston Teachers Union is arguing against 
layoffs by race before the U.S. Supreme Court. 

16. Interview with District A administrator, 13 May 
1982. 

17. Interview with District A principal, 13 May 1982. 

18. Interview with District D principal, 11 May 1982. 

19. Interview with District B principal, 4 May 1982. 

20. Interview with District B administrator, 15 April 
1982. 

21. Interview with District C administrator, 28 April 
1982. 

22. Interview with District D administrator, 30 April 
1982. 

23. Interview with District D principal, 11 May 1982. 

24. Interview with District D administrator, 30 April 
1982. 

25. Interview with District A administrator, 13 May 
1982. 

26. Interview with District A principal, 13 May 1982. 

27. Interview with District A administrator, 13 May 
1982. 

28. Interview with District A administrator, 13 May 
1982. 

29. Interview with District C administrator, 28 April 
1982. 

30. Interview with District A principal, 13 May 1982. 

31. Interview with District C principal, 6 May 1982. 

32. Interview with District A principal, 13 May 1982. 

33. Interview with District A principal, 13 May 1982. 

34. Interview with District D principal, 11 May 1982. 

35. Interview with District D principal, 11 May 1982. 

36. Interview with District D principal, 11 May 1982. 

37. Interview with District B principal, 4 May 1982. 

38. Interview with District B principal, 4 May 1982. 

39. Interview with District A principal, 13 May 1982. 

40. Interview with District A principal, 13 May 1982. 

41. Interview with District D union officer, 14 May 
1982. 
42. Arthur Sloan and Fred Whitney write of layoff 
systems: "Perhaps no other phase of the collective 
bargaining relationship demands so much of company 
officials and union leaders in terms of common sense, 
good faith, and reciprocal recognition of the problems 
of management, the labor organization, and the em 
ployees." See Sloan and Whitney, Labor Relations, 
3rd ed. (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1977), 
p. 409. 

43. Interview with District A administrator, 13 May 
1982. 

44. Interview with District B union officer, 20 April 
1982. 

45. Interview with District C administrator, 28 April 
1982. 

46. Interview with District D union officer, 14 May 
1982. 

47. The practice of "principled negotiations" is 
described well in Roger Fisher and William Ury, Get 
ting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1981). 

48. Teachers' ambivalence about unionism is dis 
cussed in Johnson, Teacher Unions. . ., pp. 234-39. 

49. Interview with District D administrator, 30 April 

1982.? 

264 PHI DELTA KAPPAN 


	Article Contents
	p. 259
	p. 260
	p. 261
	p. 262
	p. 263
	p. 264

	Issue Table of Contents
	The Phi Delta Kappan, Vol. 64, No. 4 (Dec., 1982)
	Front Matter
	The Editor's Page
	On Sparing No Expense [p. 226-226]

	Washington Report
	National Commission on Excellence Prepares to Draft Its Final Report [p. 227-227]
	Undersecretary and Detroit Superintendent Square Off in Federal Policy Debate [p. 228-228]

	Stateline
	Education Forms Links with Business to Aid in Economic Revitalization [pp. 229-230]

	What's Still Right with Education [pp. 231-235]
	What Research Tells Us about the Three R's [p. 236-236]
	'Burn It at the Casket': Research, Reading Instruction, and Children's Learning of the First R [pp. 237-241]
	Toward Righting Writing [pp. 242-246]
	Encouraging Thinking in Mathematics [pp. 247-251]
	The Effects of Proposition 2½ in Massachusetts [pp. 252-258]
	Seniority and Schools [pp. 259-264]
	Merit Pay for Teachers: Round Valley May Have the Answer [pp. 265-266]
	Merit Pay: A Research-Based Alternative in Tucson [pp. 266-269]
	The Second Mile Plan: Incentive Pay for Houston Teachers [pp. 270-271]
	Point of View
	Endowed Chairs in Public Schools [pp. 272-273]

	What Works in Learning? Students Provide the Answers [p. 273-273]
	Doing Research in Your Own Classroom [pp. 274-275]
	Learning to Read Educational Research [pp. 276-277]
	How to Get Your Ideas Approved [pp. 278-280]
	What's Happening in... Livonia, Michigan? [pp. 281-282]
	De Jure
	Minor School Discipline Case Reveals Sharp Disagreements on Supreme Court [pp. 282-283]

	In Canada
	The Chopping Block [p. 284-284]

	Prototypes
	Diversity at the Right Price: The Network of Complementary Schools [p. 285-285]
	Learning about Learning: A Shared Learning Project [pp. 285-286]

	Research
	Warming the SAT Scores That Came out of the Cold [p. 287-287]
	The Responses of Teacher Educators to the Shortage of Teachers in Texas [pp. 287-288]
	On the Supply of Science and Math Teachers in Idaho [p. 288-288]

	Books
	Review: Controversy Should Not Deter Educators from Reading This Account of One Man's Education [pp. 289-290]
	Review: Some Critical Thinking about Critical Thinking [p. 290-290]
	Review: On Teaching Children about (and Through) Television: Plus a Compendium of Research for Would-Be Reformers [pp. 290-291]
	Review: Strategies for Assessing and Remedying Problems of the 'Hurried' Child [p. 291-291]
	Review: A Provocative Look at the Affective Domain [p. 291-291]

	Newsnotes [pp. 292-294]
	Backtalk [pp. 295-296]
	Read 'em and Weep!
	Back Matter



