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ABSTRACT 

DISTRICT TEACHER HIRING PRACTICES 
 

By 
 

Christopher B. Reimann 
 
 Teacher hiring is central to issues of teacher quality, and yet little research to date has 

addressed the practices districts use to hire teachers. This study used statewide teacher data in 

Michigan and interview data collected in five school districts in a common labor market to 

investigate district teacher hiring practices. Teacher data covered the 12-year period from 2004 

to 2015, a time of intense state and federal focus on school and district accountability as 

measured by student performance on statewide assessments of mathematics and reading, 

primarily in grades 3-8. In response to the accountability measures, districts were hypothesized 

to have increased the percentage of elementary teachers who were male, or teachers of color, or 

teachers assigned as mathematics or reading specialists, but the data soundly rejected the 

hypothesis. Interview data supported the concept of bounded rationality in district hiring 

decisions: scarcity of time, attention, information, and capacity, and ambiguity of organizational 

preferences led to satisficing and rule-following behavior on the part of administrators. Districts 

and decision makers employed various strategies to mitigate the forces of scarcity and ambiguity. 

 
Note: This research project used data structured and maintained by the Michigan Department of 

Education (MDE) and/or Michigan’s Center for Educational Performance and Information 

(CEPI). Results, information and opinions solely represent the analysis, information and opinions 

of the author(s) and are not endorsed by, or reflect the views or positions of, grantors, MDE and 

CEPI or any employee thereof. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE QUEST FOR TEACHER QUALITY 

 

 Long an important topic in education research and reform efforts, teacher quality has 

become the epicenter of efforts to improve public education in this country. As a topic, teacher 

quality is broad enough to support investigation and intervention along multiple avenues, from 

pre-service teacher recruitment, preparation, and certification, to in-service teacher development, 

retention, mobility, and attrition. Most recently, teacher evaluation has become an area of intense 

research and policy initiative, as researchers and policymakers alike struggle to define and assess 

teacher quality.  

 Largely overlooked as an aspect of teacher quality is the topic of teacher hiring, that 

process through which pre-service candidates become in-service employees of the state’s and 

nation’s public schools (Liu, 2005; Metz, 2012; etc.). There are at least three good reasons why 

teacher hiring is worthy of further research and attention: the different impacts teachers can have 

on student success, the fiscal and human costs of teacher turnover, and the apparent lack of 

impact that in-service professional development has on overall teacher quality. 

 First, teacher hiring is important because teacher quality is important. Teacher quality has 

been shown to influence student achievement (Hanushek, 2011), although the evidence 

substantiating the degree of influence is not uncontested (Hattie, 2003). Since the late 1990s, 

researchers have amassed increasing amounts of quantitative data supporting the claim that 

teachers can make a significant difference in student achievement (e.g., Hanushek, 2011; 

Sanders, et al., 1996). They have presented evidence that better teachers can raise student 

achievement by more than a grade level, and that the effect on student achievement of three or 
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more years of ineffective teachers can be long-term. Researchers (Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 

2005; Chetty, Friedman, & Rockoff, 2011) have demonstrated that effective teachers are not 

evenly distributed among districts and schools, with schools serving poor and minority students 

being staffed by less qualified and less experienced teachers. As economists have turned their 

attention to education, they have produced research suggesting that teachers may have a long-

term economic impact on future student earnings and on the nation’s economy. For example, 

Hanushek (2011) contended that a teacher who is one standard deviation above the mean 

effectiveness annually generates marginal gains of over $400,000 in the present value of student 

future earnings with a class size of 20, and proportionately higher with larger class sizes. 

Alternatively, he asserted that replacing the bottom 5 to 8 percent of teachers with average 

teachers could move the US near the top of international math and science rankings, with a 

present value of $100 trillion.   

 Second, teacher hiring is important because poor teacher hiring contributes to teacher 

turnover, and the costs of teacher turnover are a drain on school districts and the students they 

serve (Wise, et al., 1987). Teacher turnover wastes district resources (Odden, et al., 2015). The 

time, money, and effort that goes into recruiting, hiring, inducting, mentoring, and providing 

professional development to a new teacher is essentially lost to a district when that teacher 

leaves. Such loss makes it harder to accrue human resource capital, which is any school’s or 

district’s greatest asset. Moreover, teacher turnover is unevenly distributed; so-called “hard to 

staff” schools largely serve poor and minority student populations that face multiple challenges 

and resource issues (Sutcher, et al., 2016). The ability to attract, hire, and retain high quality 

teachers is yet another capacity issue that these schools must address (Hughes, 2014). Perhaps 

most importantly, inexperienced teachers are generally less effective than more experienced 
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teachers. The student experience of education is both immediate and cumulative: most students 

will experience third grade only once, and the cognitive and affective impacts that a good or bad 

year have on a student are hard to erase. A third-grade teacher gets to try again next year; his or 

her students typically do not, and should not have to.  

 It bears noting that the magnitude of the problem of teacher turnover has recently been 

challenged (Gray, et al., 2015), in research arguing that teacher effectiveness plateaus relatively 

early in a teacher’s career. Hughes (2014) suggested that districts themselves do not appreciate 

the important role teacher hiring plays in accomplishing district goals. The same can be said for 

most administrator preparation programs, which tend to emphasize the legal aspects of hiring but 

not the improvement of instruction (Hess & Kelly, 2007). 

 A third reason why teacher hiring is important is because teacher professional 

development (PD) is questionable in its effectiveness (Hanushek, 2011) and costly (New 

Teachers Project, 2015). If this is true, teacher hiring represents a significant opportunity to 

improve teacher quality – possibly a better opportunity than the professional development of 

teachers after they are hired. The New Teachers Project (2015) “embarked on an ambitious effort 

to identify what works in fostering widespread teacher improvement.…Instead, what we found 

challenged our assumptions” (p. 1). These researchers found that districts make substantial 

investments in teacher improvement, yet most teachers do not appear to improve substantially 

from year to year, even though many have not yet mastered critical skills. Other studies and 

critics argue variously that most professional development lacks intensity, consistency, 

coherence, or focus. Surveys of teachers indicate that most professional development is 

unsatisfying and irrelevant to their work. Older research points out how little districts spend on 

professional development; new research has challenged whether it is underfunded, arguing 
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instead that districts get too little for the significant resources committed to it (New Teachers 

Project, 2015). If PD is unreliable and not cost effective, then the upper level of the quality of 

instruction in a school or district might be largely established at the moment new teachers are 

selected, and teacher hiring may represent a better opportunity to improve the instructional 

quality of the school staff than any professional development that occurs later. A recent working 

paper from the Stanford Center for Education Policy Analysis found “evidence of strong positive 

spillover effects associated with the introduction of peers who are more effective than the 

incumbent teacher” when looking at teacher transfers over a 10-year period (Sun, Loeb, & 

Grissom, 2015). 

 Finally, teacher hiring is important as a research topic simply because advocates declare – 

or at least imply – that teacher hiring is important (Darling-Hammond & Snowden, 2005; NCTQ, 

2004). Take, for example, the 2004 article “You’re Hired!” in Principal Leadership, put out by 

the National Association of Elementary School Principals (naesp.org). This article laid out a 

“deliberate, carefully developed process [to] maximize our chances of success in hiring the right 

teachers” (p. 47). In it, the authors argued that the right stuff was “character, desire, attitude, 

personal qualities, and potential” (p. 47), and that these qualities were “more important than 

more than a strong academic background and a firm grasp of subject matter.” Theirs is a 10-step 

program “to identify and hire teachers who have the all-important right stuff” (p. 47). The 10 

steps include setting goals and identifying needs, recruitment, establishing interview criteria, 

reading resumes, forming and training screening committees, interviewing processes, using 

rating scales, and considering demonstration lessons, decision making, and induction programs 

for those hired. Interestingly, the authors identified demonstration lessons as “the best hiring 

indicator” (p. 50), particularly for the opportunity to observe how the candidate interacts with 
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students. The authors concluded by saying that “hiring teachers is one of the most formidable 

and challenging tasks we face” (p. 52). For all of that, the process described recommends 

interviews of no more than 20 minutes.  

 The fact that in 2004 the editors of Principal Leadership chose to include an article on 

hiring suggests two things: first, that its readership would find information about hiring practices 

to be valuable; second, that a significant portion of school leaders, two years into the No Child 

Left Behind era, did not have in place hiring practices designed to find and hire teachers with the 

“right stuff.”  Other publications described in the literature review below suggest that a decade 

later, at the end of the NCLB era, deliberate, carefully developed processes have yet to become 

the norm.  

 In advancing their own agendas, even competing factions in the education policy arena 

acknowledge or assert the importance of finding and having quality teachers as self-evident. 

Research substantiating the validity – and limits – of such claims should be an important 

contribution to the literature and to policy discussions. 

The Policy Context of Teacher Hiring 

 Another reason to study teacher hiring is the remarkable policy context in which it takes 

place. Schools and districts have been buffeted by major changes in education policies over the 

past 20 years. Many of these school reform efforts have been accountability measures that define 

school success largely in terms of student achievement on statewide tests. It is an empirical 

question to ask whether districts have responded to pressures to improve student achievement by 

changing their teacher hiring priorities and practices.  

 At the same time, not all of these changes in education policy have been aimed (at least 

directly) at student achievement. Early retirement incentive programs, for instance, and changes 
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in funding for educator health and retirement benefits may have affected district hiring practices. 

School choice policies have injected a market dynamic into district operations that may have 

affected district hiring decisions.  

 These years coincide with the enactment of the reauthorization of the federal Elementary 

and Secondary School Act of 1965, known by its distinctive title, the No Child Left Behind Act 

of 2001 (NCLB). Other state and federal education policies and initiatives were also introduced 

and implemented over this time period. For example, the federal American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act (ARRA) was passed in 2009 as a major economic stimulus package in 

response to the crisis in the housing and financial sectors during 2008. ARRA included a 

significant infusion of funds, $100 billion, for the education sector, including $4.1 billion for the 

U.S. Department of Education’s Race to the Top (RT3) initiative. RT3 represented a new type of 

financial support for education initiatives – competitive funding as opposed to designated per 

pupil funding. (A second initiative, the Investing in Innovation Funding (i3), provided more than 

$1 billion in additional competitive funding to local school districts and other non-profit 

organizations, although none of these funds have been awarded in Michigan.) 

 State government has provided its share of education initiatives. To improve its chances 

for funding through RT3, the Michigan legislature adopted new educator evaluation legislation 

that required the use of student scores on statewide tests as part of the measure of a teacher’s 

effectiveness.   

 NCLB required states to institute yearly testing in mathematics and reading in grades 3-8. 

It then required states to set achievement goals for specific groups of students, including students 

with disabilities, students with limited English proficiency, students of color, and students from 

economically disadvantaged families. Known as Adequate Yearly Progress, these NCLB 
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achievement goals gave states, districts, and schools 12 years to make whatever improvements 

necessary so that all students would be performing at proficiency in both mathematics and 

reading by 2014. Adequate Yearly Progress goals essentially took the proportion of students not 

yet proficient in each subject in 2002, both overall and by student subgroup, and divided it by 12; 

the results were the annual increase in proficiency expected of all students in all student 

subgroups, including those traditionally “left behind” by the system. During the NCLB era, the 

state of Michigan created the Top to Bottom list of all public schools in the state as part of its 

application for waivers from the Adequate Yearly Progress requirements. This list ranked 

schools by combining overall achievement with the achievement gaps between the highest 

achieving 30 percent of students and the lowest achieving 30 percent of students.  

 Both the AYP rankings and the Top to Bottom rankings were ostensibly incentives to 

districts to improve student performance, particularly in students in the identified subgroups. 

Thus, hiring teachers with the potential to improve student test scores in mathematics and 

reading in elementary and middle school grades might have become a priority for school 

districts. Traditionally low-performing schools and districts were most likely to trigger sanctions 

for failing to reach AYP goals, because their overall proficiency gaps were greater than higher 

performing districts, meaning their AYP incremental gaps were larger than those of higher 

performing districts. Not only did low-performing schools and districts have farther to go to 

reach proficiency, their yearly steps were larger than those of more successful districts. Still, the 

prevailing wisdom during the NCLB era was that before it was over every school and district 

would fail to reach their AYP goals.  The willingness of the U.S. Department of Education 

during the later years of NCLB to grant waivers to states serious about meeting the spirit of the 
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policy suggests an awareness on the part of federal officials of the challenges schools, districts, 

and states faced in meeting AYP goals. 

 How schools and districts went about improving student achievement was left to them. 

Hiring teachers with different or particular skills was only one option districts might have 

pursued. Building capacity within current staff was another. Recent research suggests that in-

service professional development has fallen far short of its purpose (TNTP, 2015), but such 

research was not available during the early years of the accountability era, and the tenuous 

connection between research and practice suggested that districts may have made decisions about 

improving student performance based on factors other than research. Still, adjusting teacher 

hiring decisions in light of accountability pressures is a reasonable assumption from which to 

analyze teacher data. 

The Design of the Study 

 To investigate the possible effects these multiple policy changes may have had on the 

teachers who appeared in classrooms across the state, this study took a two-fold approach. First, 

it examined trends in teacher characteristics over time, using personnel data made available by 

the Michigan Budget Office’s Center for Educational Performance and Improvement (CEPI). 

This study investigated how various characteristics of the education work force changed – or 

stayed the same – over the past 12 years. It refined the analysis of these characteristics by 

looking both at the teaching force as a whole and at subgroups of educators working in districts 

serving different types of communities. Second, this study presents the results of interviews with 

district personnel responsible for the decision making processes used in five school districts. 

These interviews with district leaders provide insight into the factors that influenced their 

decisions. 
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 To make sense of these cases, this study adopted three powerful concepts from 

organizational theory concerning decision making in organizations. One is the concept of limited 

or bounded rationality. Decision makers in organizations for the most part make rational choices 

(March, 1994), but this rationality is bounded by factors inherent to the organization itself, and to 

the environment in which it operates. These factors include scarcity and ambiguity (March, 

1994) – scarcity of time, attention, information, and capacity, and ambiguity in organizational 

preferences, information, and the interpretation of the consequences of previous decisions. 

 In the face of these boundaries to rational choice, decision makers in organizations often 

resort to behaviors described in organizational theory as satisficing (Simon, 1958) and rule-

following (March, 1994). Satisficing refers to the more or less serial consideration of choice 

alternatives until an option is identified that meets a threshold of acceptability – a good enough 

option – at which point the search for alternatives stops and a decision is made. Rule-following 

frames the decision process in terms of precedent – what has been done before – and justification 

– what can be defended by reference to protocols or policies. Rule-following essentially shifts 

some of the burden of judgment from the individual decision maker to the larger organization, as 

expressed explicitly through policies or implicitly through precedent. 

 These three concepts – bounded rationality, satisficing, and rule following – provide a 

framework that makes understandable both the constraints under which districts practice teacher 

hiring and the processes they use to make these decisions. 

Summary of the Research Findings 

 The analysis of the teacher characteristics is informative both for what it found and what 

it did not find. Some of the demographic characteristics of teachers in Michigan and in the study 

districts changed, but many did not. The average age of teachers across Michigan decreased, as 
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did their experience levels. The percentage of non-white teachers declined, and the percentage of 

teachers assigned as mathematics or reading specialists fell substantially. There are variations 

across subgroups of districts that bear note. Urban districts overall had significantly higher 

percentages of teachers of color, but over the 12-year period the number of teachers in urban 

districts dropped by more than a third, and the percentage of teachers of color dropped even 

more. Thus, the state’s teaching force became less diverse, even as the student population it 

serves became significantly more diverse. 

 Given the pressures on districts to improve the academic performance of students in 

specific subgroups in the subject areas of reading and mathematics, these results suggest that 

districts either chose not to prioritize these characteristics in teacher candidates, or are unable to 

find suitable candidates with these characteristics. The analysis of the interviews with district 

leaders provides insight into the decision-making process these districts used during recent hiring 

decisions. Districts made little direct connection between their specific accountability needs and 

the preferences they used in selecting new teachers. District leaders were also constrained by the 

calendar and by conflicting responsibilities from devoting time and attention to the search 

process. Variation in district hiring processes showed both that choice exists in how districts 

carry out this important function, and that hiring itself does not register as a core function of the 

organization throughout its members. In short, the accountability pressures intended by recent 

education policy changes have not been effective in changing practice at this fundamental level. 

 

 

 

  



 11 

CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
 This study drew upon three types of literature. The conceptual framework described in 

the next chapter came primarily from literature in the field of organizational theory. In particular, 

I applied theories and concepts related to decision making in organizations to the decision-

making processes that public school districts use in hiring teachers to fill instructional openings. 

Many of these concepts apply to how districts fill non-instructional positions as well, but the 

focus of this study was on teacher hiring. 

 The second type of literature that informed this study is the empirical research on teacher 

hiring that has evolved over time. The evolution has been shaped in no small part by the growth 

of large databases and the technology that supports them. In the years before the internet and the 

microprocessor, large databases in the education sector were primarily the province of the federal 

government. These databases were, for the most part, discrete sets of information, either about 

students or about teachers, but rarely both at any meaningful level of disaggregation. With the 

advance and proliferation of technology at the federal, state, and district levels, the collective 

capacity of the education sector grew in ways that allowed more data to be collected and 

analyzed in increasingly sophisticated ways. 

 This is not to say that the empirical research into teacher hiring has been purely 

quantitative. As scholars concerned with teacher quality turned their attention to the topic of 

teacher hiring, they made use of multiple methods of inquiry. Quantitative research can identify 

what has happened, as the first part of my study did. Quantitative methods allow researchers to 

cast a wide net to discern patterns recognizable only in large sample sizes. However, when 

investigating why something happened, particularly when people are involved, researchers often 
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turn to qualitative methods, or to a combination of methods. Qualitative methods allow 

researchers to probe deeply into the reasons why the patterns may have emerged. I chose this 

mixed method approach for my study. The empirical studies described below represent some of 

the more illuminating work on teacher hiring done by scholars so far. 

 The third type of literature that informed this study is the textbook or trade book. This 

literature might be said to represent the secondary market for research. Text- and trade books are 

intended to inform and shape the practice of potential and practicing administrators. These texts 

attempt to translate the findings of primary research – or the particular experiences of the authors 

– into practical lessons that are meant to improve current practices in schools and districts. They 

are, essentially, interpretations and applications of the more precise knowledge produced by 

research or of the life lessons of the authors. These texts contributed to my study in two ways. 

The first was to substantiate the claim that teacher hiring has been an abiding concern in the 

quest to improve teacher quality. Second, they also helped illustrate the appropriateness of 

applying the concepts about decision-making drawn from the literature on organizational theory. 

Organizational Theory and Decision Making in Organizations 

 Organizations are groups of people whose roles and relationships enable the group to do 

more than the individuals can do themselves. What people do as a group defines an 

organization’s purpose or goals. Reciprocally, an organization’s purpose and goals help define 

what individuals do within the organization. March, for example, distinguished between an 

individual’s personal identity and his/her organizational identity (1994). For example, a business 

is an organization with the purpose of providing goods or services for a fee. A government is an 

organization with the purpose of providing for the safety and well-being for its constituents. A 

school district is an organization with the purpose of providing educational services for students 
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in its community. The organizing principles of a group can be commercial, ideological, spiritual, 

or social. Traditionally, and in the main, organizations are characterized by hierarchy, 

differentiation, and communication. Hierarchy exists to facilitate coherent decision-making on 

behalf of the organization; the differentiation of roles allows for the development of 

specializations of knowledge or skills. Given the hierarchy of control over decisions and the 

differentiation of roles into specialties, organizations require communication between levels and 

across roles in order to coordinate the individual and collective actions of the members in the 

organization. In asserting the value of studying organizational theory, Herbert Simon argued that 

organizations are the defining characteristic of modern society (Simon, 1997).  

 Organizational theory attempts to explain and predict the behavior of organizations, and 

of people within organizations. In doing so, organizational theorists attempt to improve 

organizational performance through organizational learning, a goal organizational theorist James 

March referred to as decision engineering (March, 1994). The more efficient the organization, 

the more important the role of decision-making by those at higher levels of the organization – the 

owner, the director, the executives, the management. As Simon observed, “The task of ‘deciding’ 

pervades the entire administrative organization quite as much as does the task of ‘doing’ – 

indeed, it is integrally tied up with the latter” (Simon, 1997, p. 1).  

 Organizations act according to their principles; these actions are also influenced by the 

social, economic, and physical environments in which an organization operates. In administrative 

organizations, such as school districts, making decisions is a core function of the organization. 

Decisions are choices, and so March, Simon, and other organizational theorists have devoted 

significant attention to theories of choice. Figure 1 portrays how March (1988) portrayed the 

complete cycle of choice in an organization. 
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Figure 1: March’s Cycle of Choice in Organizations 
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a related example, a district administrator or selection team may want additional information 

about a candidate. The administrator or team may decide to call the candidate’s references. The 

response they get from those outside sources may change their understanding of the candidate, 

depending in part on their beliefs about the veracity of the references. This revised understanding 

will inform the choice/decision whether to pursue the candidate further. It may also influence a 

decision maker’s view on the value of references, their model of the world, or their willingness 

to participate in future decisions. (March also considered situations in which the choice cycle is 

interrupted, but these considerations were tangential to this discussion.) 

 The most basic of choice theories is that of rational choice, which grew out of the 

theories of Taylor (1917) and Weber (1947), and which March (1988) described as “the received 

doctrine about decision-making by 1950” (p.1). March argued that decisions about choice are 

really decisions about search. Presented with a decision to be made, rational choice theory posits 

that actors search for and identify all possible options and determine every possible consequence 

of those options. A decision maker under conditions of rational choice then applies an 

organization’s predetermined preferences, such as its goals and objectives, to select the option 

most likely to achieve the organization’s goals. The task of the actor is to choose the option that 

maximizes the alignment between an option and its consequences and the organization’s 

preferences. 

 The problem with rational choice as a theory, noted March, is that “pure rationality 

strains credulity as a description of how decisions actually happen” (March, 1994, p. 5). Among 

the problems with rational choice as a theory is that decision makers face a multitude of 

constraints on their ability to maximize the results of their choice. These constraints are 

elaborated in the chapter on my conceptual framework but, in short, it is often impossible for 
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decision makers to identify correctly and accurately all appropriate options or to evaluate all of 

the possible consequences of those options. Decision makers also struggle to apply the correct 

organizational preferences, which may be vague, internally inconsistent, or constantly changing 

or evolving. 

 An alternative to rational choice championed by March and Simon is now known in the 

literature as bounded or limited rationality (Barros, 2010; March, 1994; Simon, 1997). Bounded 

rationality takes as its premise that decision makers are intendedly rational. As March put it, 

“The core notion of limited rationality is that individuals are intendedly rational. Although 

decision makers try to be rational, they are constrained by limited cognitive capacities and 

incomplete information, and thus their actions may be less than completely rational in spite of 

their best intentions and efforts” (March, 1994, p. 9). 

 March, in A Primer on Decision Making: How Decisions Happen (1994), and Simon, in 

Administrative Behavior: A Study of Decision-Making Processes in Administrative 

Organizations (1997), laid out the nature of the constraints facing decision makers, and the 

ramifications those constraints can have on the processes used to make decisions and on the 

results of those processes. March’s Primer focused on one of the main responses to bounded 

rationality: rule following and the fulfillment of identity. According to March, individuals within 

an organization adopt identities that are more or less shaped by their organizational roles. In 

these roles, “They follow rules or procedures they see as appropriate to the situation in which 

they find themselves” (March, 1994, p. 57). Simon’s Administrative Behavior described a second 

response to the constraints on rational choice: satisficing behavior. As opposed to maximizing 

behavior –  the attempt to identify and choose the best alternative – satisficing (a neologism 

coined by Simon (1956) as a combination of satisfying and sufficing) sets a lower threshold of 
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success: not the best choice, but one that is merely good enough. The implications of bounded 

rationality and the responses of satisficing and rule-following provided the central part of the 

conceptual framework that guided my research. These implications are explained in the next 

chapter. 

Empirical Research on Teacher Hiring 

 Compared to other aspects of the teacher quality issue, the empirical research on teacher 

hiring is relatively sparse (Balter & Duscombe, 2006; Harris, et al., 2006; Liu, 2006; Meertz, 

2001). The seminal study of teacher hiring was the 1987 RAND study, sponsored by the 

National Institute of Education and authored by several respected researchers led by Arthur Wise 

and Linda Darling-Hammond.  Its stated purpose was “to [explore] key elements in the selection 

process that may be changed to enhance the prospects for improving teacher supply, quality and 

retention” (Wise, 1987, p. 1).  The study was designed “to assess teacher selection practices with 

a view to analyzing how teacher selection can be used to improve the quality of the teaching 

force” (p.12).  To accomplish this goal, six districts were selected for their reputations as districts 

that paid careful attention to their selection of teachers, or that had highly developed selection 

practices.  The authors chose districts that were exemplars, in order to develop recommendations 

about how other districts should be and act if they were to improve teacher quality through the 

hiring process.  This ultimate goal of the study was emphasized in the authors’s exhortation that 

“school district personnel must understand the educational and organizational implications of the 

teacher selection system they adopt” (p. 1). 

 Implicit in this observation and its use of the imperative “must understand,” instead of the 

declarative “do understand,” was the sobering possibility that some – or most – district personnel 

do not appreciate the implications of their current teacher selection system, or that they approach 
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selection from their own perspectives – perspectives that policy makers “must understand” if 

they are to craft sound policy.  Three decades later, these possible issues are ones upon which my 

study was meant to shed some light. 

 Also implicit in this observation was an assumption that school district personnel “adopt” 

a particular teacher selection system – that is, that they consciously choose to use a particular 

selection system, perhaps even that they deliberately choose one system from or over an array of 

alternative selection systems.  One issue my study attempted to illuminate was whether the case 

study districts adopted their current system, whether they inherited it, or whether their current 

system essentially adopted them.   

 Finally, this RAND study observation that school district personnel must understand the 

implications of their selection system implied that district personnel are essentially 

homogeneous, that – however differentiated their roles – they share (or should share) a common 

understanding about the working and consequences of their district’s teacher selection process.  

To be fair to the RAND study authors, they found and reported that, even in their carefully 

chosen sample of districts, district personnel could and did have different understandings of the 

implications of their selection practices. 

 For all of its strengths, the 1987 RAND study is limited in its value for districts and 

policy makers today.  The context of district teacher selection practices has changed dramatically 

since the mid-1980s.  My research started with two of the same presumptions that drove the 

RAND study: that teacher selection is an essential determinant of district and school teacher 

quality, and that policy makers at every level, including the district, would benefit from a better 

understanding of its practices and the factors that affect those practices.   
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 The context of my research, however, differed significantly from that of the RAND work.   

The most important difference was the situation in which the districts and district staffs found 

themselves at their respective points of time.  The RAND study essentially had to rely upon its 

audience’s intrinsic motivation to improve teacher quality, because districts were largely 

autonomous organizations with significant control over their own finances and operations.  In 

2004 and 2015, by contrast, districts faced strong extrinsic motivation to improve teacher quality 

– or else.  The reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 2001 in the 

form of No Child Left Behind included significant sanctions for schools and districts that failed 

to meet new standards for teacher quality and student achievement (Rutledge, Harris & Ingle, 

2010). 

 The RAND study shows that, as far back as 1987, teacher hiring was deemed important 

enough – and problematic enough – that the National Institute of Education (precursor to the 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement in the U.S. Department of Education) would 

sponsor such a major undertaking, with support from four foundations. The report cited both an 

imminent demand for significantly more teachers and a fundamental lack of capacity on the part 

of districts to identify and hire high quality candidates to fill those positions. 

 The RAND study was prescriptive in its intent. Most studies of teacher hiring have been 

descriptive in their approaches, but how researchers have approached the topic of teacher hiring 

and its relationship to teacher quality has changed over time. Some research has attempted to 

determine whether districts hire the best candidates. Ballou (1996) used Survey of Recent 

College Graduates (SRCG) and School and Staffing Survey (SASS) data to argue that better 

candidates were actually at a disadvantage in the hiring process. Ballou used graduation from a 

selective college or university as an indicator of candidate quality. He also showed that teachers 
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from selective institutions left teaching at a higher rate than graduates from less selective 

institutions. The strength of Ballou’s study was its use of large quantitative data sets to attempt to 

answer an important question about the quality of teachers in the nation’s schools. However, 

Ballou’s analysis relied upon institutional reputation as a proxy for the individual merits of 

candidates. My investigation of district hiring practices refined the connection between what 

districts need and who they hire by comparing specific characteristics of individual teachers, not 

just their institutional affiliations, to the apparent instructional needs of student subgroups within 

districts. For example, were districts with low student scores in mathematics in the elementary 

grades more likely to hire elementary teachers with backgrounds and expertise in mathematics?  

 Other researchers seemed to accept the premise that districts do not hire the best 

candidates, and so focused on why districts do not do so. This line of research investigated the 

role of the district – particularly the role of urban districts – and the role of the principal as a key 

player in the decision process. Liu and Johnson (2006) identified the centralized and bureaucratic 

nature of large districts as barriers that prevented them from hiring higher quality candidates. Liu 

and Johnson found that high quality teachers did in fact apply to urban districts, but that lack of 

communications and delays in the hiring process often forced these good candidates to take other 

offers from more nimble districts. This study and others identified timing as an important factor 

in teacher hiring, something my study corroborated in its case studies. Liu and Johnson also 

argued that poor practices on the part of districts – hiring late in the hiring season, rushing the 

offer and acceptance phase, and providing for a limited exchange of information from candidates 

to districts and from districts to candidates – leads to poorly matched teacher assignments that 

result in higher rates of teacher mobility, another problem in building instructional capacity in 

schools and districts. Bureaucracy and centralization can hamper effective teacher hiring. 
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 On the other hand, DeArmond and colleagues (2008) studied what happens when a 

district decentralizes its hiring process. They found that liberating school principals to make 

these decisions played out very differently among schools even within the same district. Some of 

the principals took advantage of the opportunity to act and had the leadership capacity to work 

the hiring process to their benefit. Other principals lacked the skills and initiative to do so and 

wound up with lesser candidates. DeArmond concluded that decentralization by itself does not 

necessarily lead to better hiring practices. Their study highlighted the importance of principal 

capacity in teacher hiring decisions. My study further examined principal capacity and 

emphasized the organizational context in which that capacity needs to operate. 

 Maier and Grogan (2011) used statewide data from Michigan’s Registry of Educational 

Personnel (the same data set from which this study drew teacher characteristics) to probe the 

issue of timing and its effect on teacher hiring. They found that hiring later in the season is 

surprisingly – even distressingly – common among districts, and that later hires have higher rates 

of mobility, reinforcing the findings of Liu and Johnson (2006). The data source Maier and 

Grogan used did not allow them to delve into why hiring took place late; their findings suggest 

that some combination of district issues, such as late identification of openings and principal 

capacity, can lead to problems placing and retaining teachers in schools. The case study portion 

of my research shed more light on the issue of timing and principal capacity. 

 Another approach to investigating the connection between teacher hiring and teacher 

quality is to open the black box of district practices and ask, how do districts select candidates, 

and what factors influence these decisions? This approach resists quantitative analysis. Large 

data sets contain increasing amounts of information about teacher characteristics, but the 

connections between these characteristics and teacher quality continue to be ambiguous. Instead, 
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several studies along this line of inquiry built upon research on hiring from other occupational 

sectors. Some of these studies attempted to make sense of teacher hiring in terms of person-

environment (P-E) fit, which focuses on the degree to which a candidate appears to be a person-

job, person-group, or person-organization fit. Other studies have focused on the role of the 

principal in negotiating the competing demands of organizational preferences, on the one hand, 

with his or her individual preferences (based on professional expertise and closer knowledge of 

the needs of the school) on the other. 

 The works of Harris, Rutledge, Ingle, Thompson, and Bishop have explored teacher 

hiring along these dimensions, largely within the context of one or more Florida school districts. 

Harris, Rutledge, Ingle, and Thompson (2006) proposed that principals practice person-group fit 

in the way they attempt to mix the professional preparation and instructional approaches of new 

staff members with those of existing staff. At the same time, Harris and colleagues argued, 

principals look for candidates who appear to match the work ethic of the existing staff, including 

their commitment to teaching disadvantaged students, for example. Rutledge, Harris, and Ingle 

(2010) used a different metaphor – not mixing and matching, but bridging and buffering – to 

describe the role principals play in mediating the preferences imbued in various – and sometimes 

competing – federal, state, and district policies. Rutledge and colleagues found that principals 

bridge the gap between policy and practice by translating larger policy directives into simpler, 

more immediate actions at the school level. On the other hand, principals also buffer what 

happens in their schools from higher level policies that they feel threaten the best interests of 

their schools and the students in their care. In the ‘bridge or buffer’ study, Rutledge called 

attention to the environment in which teacher hiring decisions are made, and how exogenous 

factors potentially limit principals from exercising rational choice in their hiring practices. 
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Rutledge also highlighted the ambiguous nature of the organizational preferences decision 

makers must apply in aligning alternatives with preferences. Principals as decision makers at 

times act on organizational priorities and preferences, and yet personal preferences present 

boundaries to rational choice. 

 In “Certify, Blink, Hire: An Examination of the Process and Tools of Teacher Selection” 

(2007), Rutledge, Harris, Thompson, and Ingle investigated how hiring is organized in a district, 

and the implications of organization for who gets hired. They reviewed the research on hiring 

from the field of occupational research, which points out, among other things, that screening and 

selection have multiple, potentially competing goals: finding the strongest and most appropriate 

employees, on the one hand, while using methods that are economical and cost-and-time 

effective, on the other. Thus, occupational research aligns with the framework of bounded 

rationality. For example, the screening process serves not only to sort applicants by an initial set 

of criteria, such as minimum requirements; the screening process also reduces costs by shrinking 

the number of candidates receiving further consideration. Thus, screening is a type of satisficing 

behavior. 

 Rutledge and colleagues enumerated the different tools districts have used in the hiring 

process, including applicant-generated information, third-party information such as references, 

and instruments districts can use, such as the Teacher Perceiver Instrument, to gauge a 

candidate’s aptitude for teaching. The researchers designed a case study to plumb the hiring 

process and tools used by 39 principals in a mid-sized district in Florida. They traced hiring 

decisions from the principal’s request for a posting through the offer and acceptance of a new 

hire. They documented how, along the way, district policies regarding internal and external 

posting affect the candidate pools principals can consider, as does the district’s participation in a 
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job fair. District policy gave the district’s Title I schools priority in hiring, putting non-Title I 

schools at a potential disadvantage in terms of candidates. Some principals of non-Title I schools 

responded to this constraint by working around it. Some teacher candidates figured out how to 

work around these constraints as well, delaying the submission of their applications until the 

Title I teaching slots were filled. The case study portion of “Certify, Blink, Hire” closely 

resembles the design of the qualitative portion of my study; my investigation across several 

districts identified a range of practices districts use in their hiring processes and what other 

factors besides district policies influence decisions on hiring. 

Textbooks and Trade Books 

 The empirical research on teacher hiring is joined in the literature on teacher hiring by 

textbooks and trade books that offer practical guidance to districts in matters of personnel. Some 

of these focus directly on teacher hiring. This type starts from the premise that better hiring will 

lead to better student outcomes.  Effective Teacher Hiring: A Guide to Getting the Best was 

written by Kenneth D. Peterson and published in 2002 by ASCD, a national association of 

district administrators, and a mainline source of professional development materials. Peterson 

asserted that “no single school-district activity beyond the moment-to-moment care of young 

people is more important than the hiring of talented, accomplished, and effective teachers” (vi), 

and that “established teacher-selection procedures that might serve as models to other schools 

and districts are scarce as well.” Such a claim at once validates the value of the 1987 RAND 

study, even as it seemingly overlooks it.  

 Peterson went on to add that “the procedures outlined in this book, if properly 

implemented, will ensure a superior selection process regardless of a district’s location or 

budget” (p. vii). This bold claim, transcending concerns about context and district capacity, 
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exemplifies approaches grounded in classic rational choice theory. Peterson then laid out six 

principles of good teacher hiring, beginning with the assertion that “It’s worth the effort to hire 

the best” (p. vii). While this principle may seem obvious, it challenges a line of reasoning that 

has appeared throughout the history of American education. Let’s take the principle apart in its 

concepts. Asserting the existence of best candidates acknowledges the potential of a spectrum of 

quality in teacher preparation, surely an issue of interest by many today. The National Council of 

Teacher Quality has developed arguments and research about the prevalence of ineffective 

teacher preparation institutions (NCTQ, 2014). This assertion also raises the issue of the uneven 

distribution of teacher quality, an argument well represented in the research literature. The 

original mission of the alternative teacher source Teach for America was to ameliorate the 

inequities in teacher distribution. It also reinvigorated long-standing disputes over definitions of 

teacher quality by focusing its recruitment efforts on the campuses of highly selective colleges 

and universities. TFA has never argued that its member teachers are superior to teachers trained 

by traditional teacher preparation programs; the inference instead has been that, lacking the depth 

and breadth of preparation provided by those programs, graduates from highly selective 

institutions have the raw talent to contribute value to schools that otherwise cannot attract quality 

teachers for their students. Implicit in TFA’s model is a perspective on traditionally underserved 

students and hard-to-staff schools that echoes Christensen’s disruptive technology theory 

(Christensen, Horn & Johnson, 2008) that “better than nothing” is a reasonable standard for a 

technology – in this case, teacher placement – that attempts to meet unmet demand in a sector – 

in this case, K-12 education – in which the established providers cannot or choose not to satisfy 

the demand because they lack the technology or the will. 
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 The other part of the assertion that it is worth the effort to hire the best is the assertion 

that the exertion of effort to hire the best possible candidate represents a worthwhile investment. 

Peterson asserted that good teacher hiring “makes a long-term difference to school-district 

quality,” and that good teachers “often help improve their fellow teachers as well” (p. vii). 

Peterson went so far as to assert that “good hiring requires a complicated selection system.”  

 In spite of Peterson’s initial rational choice promise that adopting his system will produce 

superior results regardless of a district’s context, embodied in the first of his principles that 

“teacher hiring works best when it is approached in a rational, organized manner” (p. viii), 

several of Peterson’s other principles are consonant with the basic concepts of bounded 

rationality and organizational responses to it demonstrated by the case study districts in my 

research. For example, the principle that “some people hire better than others” points out the 

limits of individual capacity. The degree to which those with greater talent can be the decision 

makers will improve the chances of better hiring. When such specialization is not possible or in 

practice in a district, providing a set of rules for decision makers to follow can help mitigate the 

lack of capacity. The principle that “a fair and lawful selection system is vital” also points to the 

need for rules to prevent lack of capacity (whether intellectual or moral) from resulting in poor 

decisions. The principle that “teacher hiring must be tied in with school district planning – the 

vision for teacher hiring should extend beyond the immediate vacancy” speaks to the tendency of 

decision makers to satisfice in the face of limits on time and attention. Peterson’s principle that 

“teacher selectors must sell their districts or schools” suggests that bounded rationality can apply 

to candidates as well as organizations. Candidates, too, can be constrained by limited attention 

and lack of information (Liu & Johnson, 2006) in making their own decisions about where to 

apply and which offers to accept. 
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 Also focused directly on teacher hiring is Hire Better Teachers Now: Using the Science 

of Selection to Find the Best Teachers for Your School, written by Dale S. Rose, Andrew 

English, and Treena Gillespie Finney, and published in 2014 by Harvard Education Press. The 

authors applied their training in organizational psychology and human resource management to 

teacher hiring. Much of their advice is based in the person-job, person-group, and person-

organization fit concepts that educational researchers have increasingly brought to investigations 

of teacher hiring. Rose, English, and Finney asserted that teacher hiring is – and should be – a 

complicated process. It is complicated because of the realities of teachers leaving the district, 

other teachers wanting to change positions within the district, assessing the changing needs of 

both schools and the district, identifying potential replacements or additional hires, coordinating 

the schedules and attention of various people whose input could improve the quality of the 

decision-making, accumulating the kinds and amounts of information about candidates that are 

better predictors of successful performance on the job, and so on.  

 It is worth noting that Rose and colleagues acknowledged the bounded rationality facing 

district decision makers. They proposed a system of practices districts can implement that 

enhances the prospect of selecting the best candidate from the available pool of candidates. This 

system of practices implicitly confirms the value to districts of rule following in the face of 

limited resources and ambiguity. Rules essentially lessen the decision-making burden of district 

decision makers. 

 A second type of trade book acknowledges the place of teacher hiring within the larger 

context of teacher quality and school improvement. An example of this type of guide for 

practitioners is New Leaders’s Breakthrough Principals: A Step-by-Step Guide to Building 

Stronger Schools, written by Jean Desravines, Jaime Aquino, and Benjamin Fenton, and 
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published in 2016 by Jossey Bass. Established in 2000, New Leaders describes itself as a 

national nonprofit that develops transformational school leaders. Breakthrough Principals 

presents a transformational leadership framework for principals that New Leaders derived from 

its analysis of the best practices of more than 100 principals in schools that had gained rapid 

improvement in student achievement. This framework identifies five components that effective 

principals focus on to achieve school improvement: learning and teaching, school culture, talent 

management, planning and operations, and personal leadership. In each of these categories, New 

Leaders identified three or four areas of effort, or levers, that principals can use to identify 

specific actions on the part of the principal or others in the school to produce improvement in 

that area. One of the levers in the talent management component is recruitment and onboarding, 

and one of the four actions for this lever is the selection and hiring of personnel. 

 By contextualizing teacher hiring as part of a larger set of responsibilities around talent 

management, including the proper induction of new teachers, the formation of instructional 

leadership teams, actions around performance monitoring and evaluation of all staff members, 

the creation and nurturing of professional learning and collaboration, and identifying talent 

management as one of five components in a larger strategy for school improvement, 

Breakthrough Principals effectively describes the challenges principals face that help explain 

why bounded rationality and not classical choice theory govern their actions. The authors noted 

that 75 percent of the principals responding to the 2013 MetLife Survey of the American Teacher 

reported that “the job has become too complex” (p. 147), which can be read as a response to 

Peterson’s insistence that hiring needs to be a complicated process. Desravines and colleagues 

therefore argued for “thriving leadership teams to effectively manage vastly expanded school 

leadership responsibilities” (147). Such sharing of leadership responsibilities necessarily includes 
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the sharing of decision making, which likely includes decisions about how decisions will be 

made. Small wonder, then, that March and Simon focused on rule-following as a response to 

situations of bounded rationality. In fact, Breakthrough Principals itself can be read as a 

framework of rule-following that attempts to meet the bounded rationality described in 

organizational theory.  

 A third type of guide, aimed both at practitioners and policy makers, is the textbook-like 

The Strategic Management of Human Capital (2015), written in part and edited by the academic 

Alan Odden. Odden also placed the topic of effective teacher hiring in the larger context of how 

districts manage their primary asset (and expense) – the people who work in schools – toward 

strategic ends. Unlike Breakthrough Principals, however, Odden focused not on the school 

principal but on the district as the locus of decision making. Such a stance implies that districts 

are the operative agents in instructional improvement and student learning, which aligns with the 

conceptual framework used in my study. Odden also asserted that improving instructional 

practice and student learning requires districts to have a strategic plan for the management of 

personnel toward those ends.  

 The strategic framework laid out in this guide includes staffing and recruiting top talent, 

performance management, performance evaluation, induction and professional development, and 

compensation. In other words, teacher hiring is a core component of the strategic management of 

human capital. This text also makes recommendations concerning policy changes in the larger 

education system regarding licensure, tenure, evaluation, and dismissal.    

 Odden placed his approach in a historical context. He argued that for decades the United 

States has been wrestling with the issue of teacher and principal quality. “In 2010, this quest 

became a central element of the education initiatives of President Barack Obama and of 
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Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, and was the reform category under the label of teacher and 

principal effectiveness that earned the most points for Race to the Top proposals.”  Odden and 

colleagues drew on concepts, ideas, and practices from the broader management literature that 

“has developed more strategic approaches to human resource management,” as well as on the 

most promising strategic practices in school districts and states around the country. These 

authors advocated conducting HR alignment analyses to determine the degree to which all major 

programs of the HR system broadly conceived (i.e., not just the HR office) – recruitment, 

selection/distribution, induction, mentoring, professional development, evaluation/ performance 

management, and compensation – are anchored in and reinforce the instructional vision and 

student performance goals. 

 As if to emphasize the crowded decision-making landscape in which teacher hiring exists 

in the larger context of strategic management of human capital, only one chapter of the 12-

chapter book discussed the kinds of key staff – mainly teachers and principals – schools need to 

implement an effective education improvement strategy. In fact, most of the book is about 

teachers and how to manage their talent – the human capital and primary asset of a school 

district. Teacher hiring, it seems, is only the beginning – and not even the beginning. The chapter 

discussed how district and school leaders can conduct talent audits as a prelude to recruitment – 

drawing from the knowledge of “how many of what kind” of staff are needed. Talent audits 

would include assessing the effectiveness of current teachers, teacher leaders, and administrators. 

The chapter even suggests formulas for specific numbers of staff in schools. The authors argued 

that high performance systems must identify their key staff, and then focus attention on them in 

order to manage key talent strategically. 
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 Odden and his colleagues proposed a shift in how districts think about human resource 

management that they themselves compared to paradigm shifts in education, including the rise of 

unions in the 1970s, the drive for equity and inclusion in the 1980s and 1990s, and the evolution 

in teacher recruitment in the form of Teach For America and TNTP most recently. By adapting 

human resource management from the business sector, Odden, et al. described an ambitious 

upgrade in the capacity of districts to diagnose their current talent in light of the current and 

future needs of their students. Their framework for the strategic management of human capital 

“derives directly from the overall education improvement strategy” that districts must have for 

boosting student achievement. Regardless of the particular education improvement strategy 

chosen, Odden and colleagues pointed out that the organization’s human resource management 

strategy must align with it for it to succeed. 

 Such textbooks and trade books are predicated on the assumption that district leaders can 

and should improve their teacher hiring practices, and that doing so will lead to improved student 

achievement. Effective Teacher Hiring and Hire Better Teachers focused specifically on the 

hiring process. Breakthrough Principals puts teacher hiring into a context of the core 

components of effective school leadership. All three of the guides summarized here were written 

expressly for practitioners. Odden’s textbook expanded the context to the district, in part because 

this is the organizational level at which schools are held accountable.  

 These research studies and practitioner guides hint at or discuss the role of the district, 

and they bring useful frames of reference to our understanding. My study built upon the insights 

of person-group fit and the tools used by district decision makers. At the same time, my study 

situated the role of the principal more firmly in the context of the district and identified the 

organizational forces that shape teacher hiring decisions. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 
 According to Maxwell (2005), a conceptual framework is “a system of concepts, 

assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and theories that supports and informs” research (p. 39). For 

this study, I selected the conceptual framework of organizational theory – specifically, the 

concepts of James March and Herbert Simon related to decision making in organizations. Their 

theories on the factors that influence how decisions are made in organizations are both 

explanatory and predictive. 

 Two powerful concepts from the works of March and Simon concern how theories and 

assumptions of rational choice in decision making are bounded by limitations inherent to 

individuals and the organizations that employ them, and how these individuals and their 

organizations respond to those limitations. Bounded rationality refers to the limits to rational 

choice faced by decision makers. As explained below, March identified two fundamental limits 

to rational choice: scarcity and ambiguity.  

 According to March, the organizational response to scarcity is satisficing, the willingness 

to accept “good enough” (March, 1994, p. 19). According to Simon, the organizational response 

to ambiguity is rule-following and the evocation of identity. Others (Hoy & Tate, 1995; Hoy & 

Miskel, 1991) have expanded the administrative responses to bounded rationality to include 

muddling through, and delaying or refusing to make decisions. When it comes to teacher hiring, 

muddling through is a viable alternative for decision makers to choose, but delaying and refusing 

to make a decision are typically not adequate responses. Muddling through can be considered a 

form of satisficing, of accepting a safe solution in order to avoid a disastrous one. Moreover, 
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muddling through has high organizational costs, including decisions that result in teacher 

turnover or, worse yet, low teacher effectiveness for students. 

  The choice of organizational theory as a conceptual framework for this study began with 

the simple fact that districts are the legal entities charged with educating students. Districts as 

organizations raise and receive revenues for this purpose and contract with people and other legal 

entities to provide services associated with schooling. Thus, teachers are hired by districts. 

Districts post notices of openings; candidates apply to district central offices, often to the 

attention of someone acting in an official capacity on behalf of the districts. Typically, several 

other district representatives assemble and screen application packets, select candidates to 

pursue, interview them, check their references, and eventually choose a single candidate for the 

open position. These several steps are performed serially, often by different people. If the chosen 

candidate accepts the offer, he or she enters into a contract of employment with the district. 

While the extent of involvement of particular individuals varies by the roles they play in the 

district, teacher hiring is an organizational decision. For this reason, it makes sense to apply 

concepts of organizational theory to the study of teacher hiring practices.  

 As previously mentioned, the framework of this study is based heavily upon the works of 

James March and Herbert Simon, two of the leading scholars in the field. Both individually and 

together, March and Simon have published extensively on organizations as a whole, and on 

different aspects of organizational theory, including how decisions happen in them. Three works 

in particular informed the conceptual framework of this study: March’s A Primer on Decision 

Making: How Decisions Happen (1994) and Decisions and Organizations (1988), and Simon’s 

Administrative Behavior: A Study of Decision-Making Processes in Administrative 

Organizations (1997). 
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 Organizations are groups of people that together accomplish goals that are otherwise 

beyond the means of individuals (Harford, 2005). Organizations are structured and function 

through the use of hierarchy, departmentalization, and communication (Simon, 1997). All three 

features tend to enhance organizational efficiency. Hierarchy shifts decision making to a few 

individuals, relieving others of that burden, reducing conflict, and increasing consistency across 

organizational units (March, 1988). Departmentalization allows individuals to focus their 

energies and abilities on fewer tasks, in turn enabling them to sharpen their skills through 

focused experience (March 1994). Communication provides input from specialists to managers 

and disseminates decisions from managers to members of the organization (March 1988). 

Members of an organization by and large accept its structure, ceding power/authority and 

embracing a set of values in return for a definable place within the organization. Thus, 

individuals assume organizational identities often distinct from their personal identities (Simon, 

1997). These distinct identities can sometimes conflict, compromising organizational decisions. 

 One important line of theory and research in the study of organizations concerns how 

decisions are made and implemented in organizations. Early in the study of organizations, 

decision making was conceptualized as a choice function governed by rational choice (Harford, 

2005). In a system of rational choice, a problem is identified and alternative solutions are sought. 

The consequences of each alternative solution are determined, and then these alternatives are 

compared to a set of defined organizational preferences for outcomes. The alternative with the 

best match becomes the choice. 

 Organizational theorists such as March and Simon realized that rational choice was an 

ideal not often encountered in the real world. March introduced his work on decision making as 

“how decisions actually happen rather than how they ought to happen” (March, 1994, p. vii). 



 35 

Problems may be imperfectly identified or have multiple dimensions. The search for alternative 

solutions is often limited in many ways – by time, by lack of information or other resources, or 

by the finite capacity of the decision maker to recognize or seek out all or even the best 

alternatives. The consequences of any one alternative can only be approximated or even guessed. 

Finally, the preferences to which any alternative is compared may be imperfectly or incompletely 

formulated, or imperfectly understood, by the decision maker. 

 These problems with the practice of rational choice led theorists to the concept of limited 

or bounded rationality. Bounded rationality allows organizational theorists to identify the 

constraints or boundaries that face decision makers and limit their pursuit of rational choice. 

March observed that  

the core notion of limited rationality is that individuals are intendedly rational. Although 
decision makers try to be rational, they are constrained by limited cognitive capabilities 
and incomplete information, and thus their actions may be less than completely rational 
in spite of their best intentions and efforts.  
(March, 1994, p. 9)  

 

My study further argues that limits to cognitive capacity may include failure of imagination of 

other ways to operate, behave, or otherwise prioritize choices. Figure 2 presents a conceptual 

map of bounded rationality as presented in this study. 

Figure 2: The Components of Bounded Rationality 
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Scarcity 

 One primary constraint to rational choice is scarcity. Scarcity refers to the lack of 

resources and to lack of capacity. Resources include time, attention, and information. Decisions 

often include deadlines that limit the amount of time available to identify and investigate 

alternative choices. Within these limited time frames, decisions compete with each other and 

with other activities for the attention of those responsible for making the decisions. Decisions are 

often joint efforts and responsibilities, and coordinating the attention of multiple actors itself 

splits the attention available for decision making. Information as a resource includes the 

identification of potential alternatives, relevant data about each alternative, and direction from 

the organization about which preferences to apply when choosing among alternatives. Each type 

of information is available to decision makers, but often imperfectly: the list of alternatives may 

be partial, the relevant data about each alternative may be incomplete and obscured by other data 

irrelevant to the decision, and the organizational preferences may be assumed rather than 

explicit, or bundled with other preferences that allow for multiple interpretations. 

 If lack of resources is the first type of scarcity, the second type of scarcity is lack of 

capacity. Capacity includes both attention and ability. Individuals cannot pay attention to 

everything at once, and so must allocate attention, effectively limiting the amount of attention a 

decision receives. Even when attending to a decision, individuals bring different levels of ability 

to the task of deciding. Training and experience can increase the ability to recognize and evaluate 

the value of information about alternative choices, but does not necessarily do so. Simon pointed 

out that repetition can increase performance; it can also calcify thinking by encouraging rule-

following, as will be elaborated below. 
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 Decision makers in organizations often respond to scarcity through a behavior called 

satisficing. Satisficing can be thought of as a combination of two ideas, satisfying and sufficing. 

March pointed out that decisions are choices, and a major component of choice is the search for 

alternatives. Satisficing behavior involves the serial consideration of alternatives until some 

threshold of acceptability is reached, after which the search process is suspended. March 

described it this way: “Instead of having to worry about an infinite number of gradations in the 

environment, individuals simplify the world into two parts – good enough and not good enough” 

(March, 1994, p. 21). Satisficing is the triumph of the acceptable over the ideal. Satisficing helps 

solve the problems of scarcity, lack of resources, and lack of capacity. 

Decision Making in Districts 

 How does the concept of scarcity apply to district teacher hiring? Decision making begins 

with the identification of a problem. In the case of teacher hiring, the problem is typically the 

need for a teacher to lead a classroom of students. It is possible that this problem has been 

misidentified, in that other district priorities and decisions, such as increasing enrollment through 

schools of choice or keeping school buildings open in the face of declining enrollment, have 

precluded alternative solutions to staffing this classroom, but my study of teacher hiring practices 

assumed that the problem is straight-forward in this regard; the district has decided it needs to 

hire a teacher. 

 Scarcity in this instance refers to lack of resources necessary to identify the ideal 

(rational) choice of a solution. One resource is time. There is a practical deadline by which a 

hiring decision must be made, and there is not always a known start date for the search process. 

Districts can and do encourage staff to declare intentions to retire or resign by a date early 

enough to allow districts to begin the search process sooner rather than later, but note that the 
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decision in these cases belongs to the teacher, not the district. Even incentives may not outweigh 

other factors, such as income security, that otherwise persuade teachers to put their own interests 

ahead of those of the district. Also, happenstance can affect the timing of position openings: 

health or other family considerations can prompt unexpected departures or openings. Starting the 

school year without completing the hiring process is, surprisingly and alarmingly enough, not an 

uncommon occurrence (Jones, Maier, & Grogan, 2010), although common sense and research 

(Engel, 2012; Papay & Kraft, 2015) argue against this delay whenever possible. Thus, the 

teacher hiring decision making process may, as Liu and Johnson argued, be “late, rushed and 

information-poor” (Liu & Johnson, 1996). Even when the position is identified in response to 

growth in student enrollments, such enrollment information depends upon parents, some of 

whom do not or cannot make enrollment decisions far in advance. 

 A second scarcity of resources is that of information. Rational choice theory would have 

decision makers consider all possible alternatives. What constitutes all? Few districts have or 

allocate resources to post job openings nationally, and even these postings typically are not for 

particular openings. Rather, these districts have chronic needs for candidates with particular 

qualifications. Moreover, universal postings do not guarantee that all candidates will see or 

respond to the postings. This can be thought of as the scarcity of self-selection. Districts literally 

cannot identify all candidates, and could not meaningfully process those choices if they could. 

Instead, decision makers may satisfice by amassing a pool of an arbitrary number of applications.  

 Another type of scarcity in the decision making process is lack of attention. Those 

responsible for making teacher hiring decisions also have other responsibilities and other 

decisions competing for their attention. From urgent but unimportant decisions, such as how to 

cover the lunch room duty of an absent faculty member, to major decisions about teacher 
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evaluations, textbook adoption, parental complaints, or improving school culture, district leaders 

have multiple decisions facing them at any one time. Openings identified before the end of the 

school year compete for attention with end of school activities and routines. Openings identified 

after the end of the school year compete for attention with vacations and professional 

development activities.  

 Beyond scarcity of resources is the scarcity of capacity. Scarcity of capacity can refer to 

lack of experience or expertise. Hiring an employee is a discrete skill. District leaders who come 

from the classroom typically are trained in content and pedagogy, not human resources. Most 

district leaders have graduate training in school administration, but the nuances of the teacher 

hiring process is not a central focus of most graduate work (Hess & Kelly, 2007).  HR training 

aside, district leaders charged with hiring decisions will be more or less familiar with the grade 

level or subject matter of the open position.  

 March (1994) argued that expertise can be a function of experience. At the school level, 

teacher hiring is an episodic event. Some schools may not hire a new teacher in a given year, and 

even if hiring is a yearly activity, it is an episodic event compared to the daily responsibilities of 

school administrators. School and district leaders may also have more or less expertise in 

evaluating the evidence of potential suitability presented in teacher applications. Hughes (2014) 

and Rose, English, and Finney (2015) argued that principals and administrators typically 

overestimate their ability to select good candidates. Ingle and colleagues reported comments 

from principals who stated that they can size up a candidate in moments (Ingle, Rutledge, & 

Bishop, 2011). 
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Ambiguity 

 The second constraint to rational choice is ambiguity. Sometimes the nature of the 

problem is ambiguous, at least in the sense that it is multi-dimensional. A school may need a 

teacher to fill a classroom, but it may also need to raise achievement scores in a particular subject 

area or increase the diversity of the teaching staff, or address particular affective needs of all or 

some of the student population. Harris et al. (2006) described how district leaders – in their 

study, school principals in a midsized Florida district – strove to “mix and match” new hires with 

existing staffs. These principals intentionally tried to balance innovation on the part of new hires 

with common culture in terms of work ethic and commitment to their schools and students. 

This ambiguity of preferences makes it difficult for a decision maker to find an ideal candidate 

from an already constrained set of alternatives. This ambiguity is further complicated by the 

admixture of organizational preferences and the personal preferences of the decision maker. 

Studies indicate that academic preparation is not a priority for many district decision makers, 

although principals who graduated from more selective universities tend to favor candidates from 

similar institutions. March (1994) and Simon (1958) both explained the complicated role that 

individual preferences play in organizational decision making. One dimension of ambiguity is 

interpretation. Organizations depend upon individuals to embrace and enact organizational 

preferences, and yet it is common if not inevitable that individuals bring both their organizational 

and personal identities to their roles and decisions.  

 Another aspect of ambiguity in teacher hiring is the ambiguous nature of the information 

gathered from teacher applicants. In the section on scarcity, it was noted that the number of 

candidates was only a subset of all possible candidates. For those candidates who do apply, the 

materials requested and received from candidates may not provide the information decision 
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makers need to make the best choice. The information candidates do supply – in fact, the 

information candidates are asked to supply – can be both ambiguous in its content and 

ambiguous in its relevance. Grade point averages across institutions are hard to compare 

meaningfully, and the relationship between college grades and teacher effectiveness are muddled 

at best. Scores on teacher certification exams have the advantage of a consistency of scale across 

applicants, but their value in predicting successful practice has not been established and is not 

widely accepted. References depend as much on the professional expertise and the reputation of 

the writer as on the applicant, even when such references are submitted confidentially. Studies of 

what sources of information district leaders use in teacher hiring decisions show that many 

administrators discount or ignore some of this data (Harris, et al., 2010).  

 Perhaps the most important way that ambiguity complicates the information gathered 

about teacher applicants is the role of the interview. Interviews are typically central if not critical 

to teacher hiring decisions, and yet research continues to point out the limited value interviews 

have in predicting future teacher performance (Rose, English, & Finney, 2014). 

 A different kind of ambiguity advanced by March involves the history of the 

organization. The relative success of previous hires, either by the district or by the individual 

decision maker in another district, becomes part of the organizational history of the district’s 

hiring process. Except at the extremes, different actors may interpret both the relative success of 

an earlier decision and the factors that contributed to that success or failure.  

Satisficing and Rule-Following 

 The response in organizational decision making to ambiguity and scarcity of resources 

and capacity is often satisficing and rule following. Lack of time and attention leads to a 

constrained search for alternatives, in this case teacher candidates. Job openings are posted after 
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a need has been identified, from a few to several weeks before the school year begins. The search 

is time-bound, both by when the opening develops and by how long the window for submitting 

applications is open. This latter is often a matter of rules established before an opening appears 

by labor contracts or precedent. The district then begins an examination of these identified 

alternatives; the search ends and a decision can be made once a threshold of acceptability is 

reached. It should be recognized that choosing the best candidate usually means choosing the 

best available candidate from a limited and time-bound pool of candidates. Thus, “best” is a 

relative term, not an absolute one. The quest for the best possible candidate devolves into a 

search for a candidate who is good enough, the best available candidate. Review committees are 

convened based on satisficing behavior – who is available, often an issue during the summer, and 

who is willing to serve. Selection teams are often selected themselves through rule-following to 

establish representativeness, not based on hiring skill or experience.  

 School districts rarely have organizational slack, meaning district leaders add the review 

process to an existing set of responsibilities, both for themselves and for others enlisted for the 

task; attention has competing demands. District hiring typically falls to decision makers by role. 

The principal of the building with the teacher opening usually plays a central role in the process, 

regardless of his or her experience or expertise in these kinds of decisions. The superintendent 

may have been a teacher and an instructional leader – or an athletic coach, athletic director, or a 

budget director.  

 Rule-following is an attempt to solve problems of ambiguity. In situations of bounded 

rationality, the consequences of any particular decision can only be determined in the future. 

Faced with such prospects of uncertain outcomes, rule following provides aspects of 

accountability, and provides answers to questions about why actions were taken or decisions 
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made. Rule-following can relieve actors of some of the scarcity and capacity limits in the 

decisions process – when and where to search for alternatives and for how long, what 

information to gather and consider, and whom to include in the decision process. Rules can be 

explicit and codified in organizational policies, or they can be the implicit embodiment of 

organizational culture, of “how we do things here” or “how we’ve always done things.” Whether 

explicit or implicit, rule following provides consistency over time and space. This can be 

important, because similar decisions can arise periodically and in different units of an 

organization. Rule-following streamlines the process for making future decisions, and can 

counteract limits to individual capacity. Thus, simplification and consistency can result from 

rule-following. 

 How do these concepts from organizational theory apply to the district teacher hiring 

process? How will they allow us to make sense of trends in the characteristics of teachers hired 

during the time period in question? Several of the research studies, practitioner guides, and 

education reform advocacy documents cited here suggest that teacher hiring is one of the most 

important tasks or decisions that districts have. And yet scarcity of time creates an important 

barrier to accomplishing that task with best efforts and results. Districts typically have a limited 

window of time in which to complete a search and selection process, often during a time when 

district attention assets are compromised. The information districts traditionally gather during the 

search phase of the process provides limited actionable knowledge. March (1994) even 

suggested that much information gathering is more rule-following and symbolic than 

instrumental. The interview phase is arguably the key part of the process in most districts, yet a 

wide body of research suggests that interviews are poor indicators of future performance, and 

that most decision makers lack training in interviewing skills. Indeed, studies by Hess and Kelly 



 44 

(2007) and Hughes (2014) maintained that administrator preparation programs provide too little 

training in personnel matters such as hiring and evaluating teacher performance. Organizational 

theory predicts that districts will exhibit satisficing behavior in many aspects of their decision 

making. 

 Organizations, including school districts, often operate in an environment of multiple, 

overlapping and at times conflicting preferences. What parents want from a school for their 

children, whether in kind or in degree, may differ from one family to the next. Community 

members, employers, institutions of higher education, special interest organizations, and state 

policy makers have overlapping priorities that can change over time. These priorities can be 

expressed in public opinion, in policies, and in the allocation and reallocation of resources. Often 

these preferences are expressed in abstract terms, leaving districts to interpret which ones to 

implement and how to go about it. 

 Districts can mirror these multiple preferences of their environments in their actions and 

decisions. In pursuing academic excellence, equity in attending to non-mainstream students and 

to the social and emotional needs of all students, community pride in extracurricular 

achievements or in attaining state accountability goals, and parsimony in the use of public funds, 

districts can present more or less coherent preferences to the decision makers in their 

organization. The absence of unambiguous organizational preferences may require decision 

makers to interpret which preference(s) to apply in making a decision; thus, professed or 

intended organizational preferences may differ from enacted preferences. Ambiguity of 

organizational preferences can provide opportunities for decision makers to exercise their own 

preferences. Indeed, such autonomy in decision making may be an implicit organizational 

preference.   
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 Beyond the ambiguity of preferences, district decision makers face ambiguity in the 

information upon which they attempt to choose among alternatives. Districts typically request a 

cover letter, resume, and college transcript from applicants; some districts request a portfolio or a 

sample lesson from candidates as well. Virtually all candidates who pass the initial screening of 

qualifications are interviewed by the decision maker, often assisted by a team of other district 

representatives. None of this information can indicate with clarity and certainty that a candidate 

will perform as desired and expected if given the opportunity. Decision makers need to interpret 

all this information in order to estimate the likelihood of a candidate’s future success. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH METHODS 

 
 To investigate whether district teacher hiring decisions changed over time, I began by 

analyzing the results of those hiring decisions over time. Did the personal and professional 

characteristics of newly hired teachers change between 2004 and 2015? The initial year of 2004 

was chosen to take advantage of interview data I collected in late 2004 and early 2005; 2004 also 

represents the early implementation phase of the accountability provisions of the federal No 

Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), which was signed into law in January 2002. The year 

2015 was the most recent year for which data were available. Coincidentally, it was also the year 

that NCLB was replaced as federal education policy by the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). 

 The demographic characteristics of teachers and their relevance to instructional 

effectiveness have long been promoted (Dilworth & Coleman, 2014; Villegas & Irvine, 2010). 

Proponents argue that students perform better when taught by teachers who look more like they 

do and understand their cultural backgrounds. Diversity in teaching includes the presence of 

women teachers to support the achievement of female students, particularly in the subject areas 

of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) in secondary grades. Similarly, 

some argue that the absence of male teachers at the elementary level generally, and of male 

teachers of color in particular, represents a barrier to the academic achievement of male students 

of color (Dee, 2001). These arguments advance affective as well as academic reasons for why 

schools and districts should increase the diversity of their instructional staffs. 

Quantitative Data Collection 

  Both publicly available and restricted level data on teacher characteristics were collected 

and used in this analysis. An extensive array of public data is now available through the state’s 
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website, www.mischooldata.org. Much of the public data on both students and education 

personnel is presented in summary form, disaggregated to the district and sometimes even the 

school level. Additionally, I requested and was given access to individual teacher-level data 

reported to two state agencies by all public school districts and all public school teachers in the 

state of Michigan for the years 2004-2015. The State Budget Office’s Center for Educational 

Performance and Improvement (CEPI) maintains the state’s Registry of Educational Personnel 

(REP), which collects demographic and employment information on every school employee each 

June and again each December. Districts are required by state law to submit this information. 

Separately, the Michigan Department of Education (MDE) maintains records of the professional 

qualifications of licensed educators through its Michigan Online Educator Certification System 

(MOECS); this data is submitted in part by teachers themselves and in part by institutions of 

higher education and their teacher preparation programs.  

 In a fundamental way, the teachers actually employed by districts represent the results of 

the decision-making processes used by districts. The data I obtained allowed me to answer my 

first research question, “Have the demographic, professional preparation, and teaching 

assignment characteristics of teachers in Michigan’s public schools changed over time?” This 

analysis shed light on whom districts decided to hire to meet student needs and district goals.  

 I began by using publicly accessible teacher data for the entire state, meaning all the 

public school districts in Michigan, and I examined how these data trended over the time period 

in question. In this first analysis, all full-time and part-time teachers were included. With these 

data as context, I then turned to the restricted teacher-level data to sort out new hires – those 

teachers who appear in a district’s REP data for the first time in a district’s June REP submission 

– and I examined trends in the demographic, preparation, and assignment data for this group of 
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new teachers. For reasons explained below, I used a subset of the restricted teacher data that 

focused on those teachers most likely to influence student achievement generally, and 

achievement in mathematics and reading in grades 3-8 in particular. 

 Having established the statewide context for teacher hiring, both the main population of 

public school teachers and the characteristics of the hires made from 2004-2015, I then sorted 

and analyzed the data by grouping these teachers by district locale code. Acknowledging that 

every district is unique, many districts are more like some districts than they are like other 

districts. For the purposes of my analysis, I used the locale codes developed by the U.S. Census 

and assigned to districts by the state in its Educational Entity Master (MDE, n.d.). These locale 

codes categorize schools and districts as city, suburban, town, or rural. The locale codes are 

actually more specific, with three distinctions within each primary locale code – large, midsize, 

and small for city and suburban schools and districts, and fringe, distant, and remote for town 

and rural schools and districts. Sorting by locale code allowed me to determine whether patterns 

in staffing characteristics differed by school and district types. For the purposes of statewide 

analysis, I used the four major categories. 

 Finally, I analyzed the overall teacher and new hire characteristics of the teachers and 

specialists in the five districts included in the case study component of my research project. For 

this analysis, I included a “mixed” category of districts with schools in different category types. 

For example, a district may have several schools that are categorized as suburban, but also one or 

more schools identified as rural. For these five districts I included the locale code subcategories 

in their descriptions to emphasize their similarities and differences. Of the five districts in which 

I conducted interviews, one is a midsize city district, one a small city district, two are large 

suburban districts, and one is a mixed district, meaning its schools cross locale codes. I also 
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compared teachers in the individual district subcategories to statewide aggregations of those 

subcategories to provide some further context for the teacher characteristics in the case study 

districts. Looking at teacher characteristics within district types provided a perspective on how a 

particular type of district compares to districts across the state; analyzing the characteristics in 

the individual districts in the case studies enabled me to point out similarities with and 

differences from the other districts in the cases and to other districts with the same locale code 

subcategory.  

Table 1: Characteristics of Five Districts Participating in Interviews 

District District Type Economically 
Disadvantaged 

Non-white 
Student Ratio 

2011-2012 AYP 
Status Made 

District A Midsize City Mid-High Mid-High No 
District B Small City Mid-Low Mid No 
District C Large Suburban Mid-Low Mid-Low No 
District D Large Suburban Low Low Yes 
District E Large Suburban Low Low Yes 
District F* Rural Fringe Mid Low No 

Note: District F did not participate in the 2016 interview data collection. 

 Besides teachers, there are many other classifications for personnel who work in the 

state’s public schools. Table 2 shows the numbers and percentages of different categories of 

personnel employed by public school districts. Teachers made up 31.2 percent of all school 

employees in 2014-2015, and 49.8 percent of full-time equivalent (FTE) employees. Non-

instructional personnel include those who transport and feed students as well as those who 

maintain the physical plant related to schools. Clerical staff are also non-instructional personnel, 

as are central office staff. In all, 34.2 percent of the personnel in Michigan’s public schools 

support but do not provide the instruction that is the core function of a school district. Bus 

drivers, playground attendants, and secretaries can all contribute to a student’s experience and 
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success in schools. Still, my study focused on classroom teachers, particularly those upon whom 

districts counted to improve student mathematics and reading scores in grades K-8. 

Table 2: Statewide School Staffing by Headcount, 2014-2015 

Staffing Group Headcount Percent of Total 
All Staff 323,318 100.0% 
Administrators 12,383 3.8% 
Teachers 101,025 31.2% 
Day-to-Day Substitute 
Teachers 

53,806 16.6% 

Paraprofessionals/Aides 31,335 9.7% 
Non-Instructional 110,660 34.2% 

Note: Some percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding. 
Source: MI School Data 
 
 Aside from issues related to personal demographics, which are focused primarily on the 

affective needs of students, districts have their own needs that admittedly overlap with the needs 

of students. During the time period in question, districts faced significant potential sanctions if 

they failed to meet key accountability goals. Specifically, districts were being held accountable 

for student test scores in mathematics and reading in grades 3-8, and for high school graduation 

rates. Moreover, student test scores were disaggregated by student subgroups to ensure that 

students with disabilities, English language learners, black males, and children of poverty would 

not continue to be “left behind.”  

 Raising the test scores of students in these subgroups had defied previous attempts. The 

obvious if unproven answers to improved student scores included both affective areas – 

presenting a teaching staff that more closely resembled the students served – and cognitive areas 

– increasing teacher capacities in mathematics, reading, and how to teach students with 

disabilities, with English language barriers, or of poverty. Raising teacher capacity is far from 

straightforward. Among the possible options were to provide targeted professional development 
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to existing staff, or to hire new staff members with stronger skills in these areas. The hard fact is 

that dismissing ineffective teachers was not a viable option for most districts during this time 

period, although in the past few years new legislation has provided districts with a powerful new 

tool: the right to determine teacher assignments independent of a teacher’s preferences. 

 Analyzing the demographic and professional characteristics of Michigan’s educational 

personnel allowed me to determine the degree to which they had changed over the 12-year 

period of my study. These were the de facto results of the teacher hiring practices. To begin to 

understand why these trends persisted, I asked district leaders in the five districts in which I had 

conducted interviews about teacher hiring in 2004-2005. I was interested in the decision-making 

processes districts used, so I selected districts in close proximity to each other, and I focused the 

interviews on elementary teacher openings. Both choices were meant to minimize the effect of 

labor supply on the decision-making process. Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, and Wyckoff (2009) 

concluded that teacher hiring is a local phenomenon. By selecting these five districts, I assumed 

that the districts in the case studies had access to approximately the same teacher candidates. In 

my interviews, I focused the attention of district leaders on general education elementary 

teachers. There were several reasons for this. For one, I wanted to remove as much as possible 

the supply of candidates as a mitigating factor in districts decision making. If districts exhibited 

satisficing behavior, I wanted it to be for reasons other than scarcity of qualified candidates. 

Also, elementary teachers represent approximately 40 percent of the teachers employed in 

Michigan’s public schools. Asking district leaders about an elementary line made for more 

comparable results across districts. 

 Additionally, assumptions about labor supply need to acknowledge that both districts and 

teachers are autonomous agents: teachers can choose where to apply for employment, and 
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districts can choose which candidates to screen out of or into the selection process. It might be 

instructive to know more about how this mutual selection process operates, by investigating 

which teachers apply to which districts, and which districts screen in or out which candidates. 

However, those research questions were beyond the scope of the available data. Interestingly, 

over the course of the time period in question, many of the districts in the geographic area under 

examination decided to join a consortium through their regional educational service providers to 

use AppliTrack, a common online application system. Rather than applying to individual 

districts, teacher candidates could submit a single application to AppliTrack that was made 

available to several districts at once – an actual common labor pool. However, not every district 

in the geographic region chose to participate in this common application process, and not all 

districts used the information in AppliTrack in the same ways.  

 Although my teacher data come from separate data bases maintained by different 

agencies within state government, teachers are assigned a Personal Identification Code (PIC) that 

links their data between data bases. Although cumbersome, this common link made it possible to 

connect a teacher’s professional preparation information to his or her employment information. 

Qualitative Data Collection 

 In 2004, approximately 15 districts in a common geographic area in Michigan were 

invited to participate in a study on district teacher hiring practices. The intent of the common 

geographic area was to approximate a single pool of potential candidates for districts to consider. 

Centered around a major metropolitan area, the geographic area included more than 24 school 

districts serving nearly 500,000 residents. The area included a large teacher preparation program, 

and several other preparation programs were within an hour’s drive. Boyd and colleagues have 

suggested that teacher labor markets are quite local (Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, &  Wyckoff, 2005), 
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with teachers working in schools close to where they grew up or where they attended college. 

The 15 districts invited to participate are all within a 20-mile radius of a central location. 

  Of these districts, six responded positively. The six constituted a good mix, in that they 

provided elements of both consistency and some promising variety. For example, each district 

was contiguous with at least one other participating district, avoiding the complications of 

potential outlier status. Five of the six districts were similar enough in their suburban natures that 

candidates were likely to apply to any or all of them; the sixth district was an urban exception 

that might draw different candidates, but 2004 was a lean time for schools in Michigan generally, 

and teaching jobs were not so plentiful that candidates could count on employment somewhere 

else. In 2016 I approached all six districts about participating in a second round of data 

collection. One district declined to participate, so the data presented below comes from the five 

districts that did agree to participate. 

 For all their basic similarities, these five districts provide a spectrum of enrollment size 

and types of communities served. District A is the largest district in the case studies, classified as 

a midsize city district by its U.S. Census locale code system. District E, on the other hand, was a 

suburban district with less than a fourth of the student enrollment of District A and the smallest 

district included in the study. The other districts included a small city district (District B) and 

two suburban districts of differing sizes districts C and D). Table 3 provides an approximate 

sense of enrollments and number of teachers employed in each district. These numbers are 

modified to preserve the anonymity of the districts, but their relative sizes are reflected.   

 Most important at the time, each district was large enough that it hired at least one 

elementary teacher in 2004, so that district leaders could discuss a comparable hiring event. An 

open general education elementary teaching position was selected to ensure that the districts 
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could discuss the same type of opening. General education elementary teachers comprise about 

40 percent of a district’s instructional staff, making it the most common potential opening for 

districts to fill. 

Table 3: Interview District Sizes, 2004-2005, by Enrollment and Teacher Headcount Ranges 

District Student Enrollment Range Teacher Headcount Range 
A <20,000 >750 
B <6,000 >250 
C <4,000 >250 
D <4,000 >250 
E <3,000 <200 

Source: Michigan Department of Education Entity Master 

 The districts also ranged in their accountability status, and therefore the degree to which 

accountability demands might factor into hiring decisions. Table 4 indicates the AYP status of 

each district for the years 2004-2012.  

Table 4: District Adequate Yearly Progress Performance, 2004-2012 

District 2003-04 2006-07 2007-08 2009-10 2011-12 2014 

 ELA-M* ELA-M E-M-H E-M-H ELA-M  
A N-N** Y-Y N-N-N N-Y-N N-N Public 

data not 
yet 
available 

B Y-Y Y-Y Y-Y-N Y-Y-Y N-N 
C Y-Y Y-Y Y-Y-N Y-Y-N N-N 
D Y-Y Y-Y Y-Y-Y N-Y-Y Y-Y 
E Y-Y Y-Y Y-Y-Y Y-Y-Y Y-Y 

Note: * ELA and M refer to subject areas (English Language Arts, Mathematics); E-M-H refers 
to school levels (Elementary, Middle and High). How the state reported AYP differed in some 
years during this period. **Y means a district met its AYP goal at that school level or in that 
subject area; N means it did not. 
 
 Note that, with one exception, each district failed to make AYP in at least one subject 

area for at least one of the years, although clearly some of the districts fared better than others. 

Even traditionally successful districts struggled with disparities between high achieving students 

and low achieving students. The subgroups specified by No Child Left Behind AYP provisions 

meant that districts had to pay attention to the academic success of all students.  
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 As AYP targets inexorably rose with each passing year, the U.S. Department of 

Education invited states to develop alternative strategies to hold themselves accountable for 

school and student improvement. In 2010, the state of Michigan developed a Top to Bottom list 

of every public school in the state as part of its application for waivers from AYP requirements. 

Schools on the list were ranked by percentile, allowing easy comparison of each school’s relative 

position on the list. Not every school was on the list: those with fewer than 30 students or fewer 

than three years of test data were not included on the list, meaning newly opened or recently 

reconstituted schools did not appear. The formula used by the state to calculate a school’s 

relative ranking was complex, comprehensive, and irrelevant to this discussion: whatever its 

merits, the state ranking of schools was the basis for district accountability, from the state’s 

perspective.   

 State officials also developed an indicator for within-school disparities of student 

achievement, by comparing the student scores of the top 30 percent of students in a grade level to 

the bottom 30 percent of students in the same grade in that school. A large achievement gap did 

not directly affect a school’s ranking, but the 10 percent of all listed schools with the largest 

achievement gaps were designated Focus Schools. Designated schools were included in a three-

year cohort and were required to take a series of actions meant to help remediate student 

achievement disparities. Approximately 300 schools were identified as Focus schools in 2015 

(MDE, n.d.) 

 To provide a sense of the accountability pressures on each of the case study districts, 

Table 5 shows the relative rankings on the 2014 Top to Bottom list of the top two and bottom 

two schools in the five districts. (The state suspended its top to bottom rankings in 2015 pending 
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a realignment of statewide testing.) The table includes a quartile ranking for each school, and 

notes which schools were Focus schools in 2014 or one of the previous two years.   

 As the data suggest, the schools in these districts are not representative of all schools in 

the state. Schools in the top quartile are over-represented (9 of the 20 schools, or 45 percent) and 

schools in the second and third quartiles are under-represented (15 percent each), in part because 

the sixth district in the 2004 data collection dropped out of the 2016 phase of the study; its two 

top and two bottom schools were all ranked in the second and third quartiles. Moreover, the table 

shows the ranking of only the top two and bottom two schools in each district, similar to the 

whiskers in a box-and-whisker plot. In the four non-urban districts, 70 percent of the schools 

were ranked in the first two quartiles, while only one of the urban district’s schools is in the 

upper half of schools on the Top to Bottom list.  

Table 5: 2014 Quartile Rank of Top Two and Bottom Two Schools in Interview Districts 

District School 1 School 2 School 3 School 4 
A Quartile 2 Quartile 3 Quartile 4 Quartile 4 
B Quartile 1 (Focus) Quartile 1 (Focus) Quartile 3 (Focus) Quartile 4 (Focus) 
C 
D 

Quartile 1 
Quartile 1 

Quartile 2 (Focus) 
Quartile 1 (Focus) 

Quartile 4 (Focus) 
Quartile 1 (Focus) 

Quartile 4 (Focus) 
Quartile 1 (Focus) 

E Quartile 1 (Focus)  Quartile 1  Quartile 2  Quartile 3  

Note: Schools in Quartile 1 were ranked higher than 75% of all schools ranked in the state’s Top 
to Bottom list in 2014. Schools in Quartile 2 were ranked higher than 50% of all schools on the 
list, but not in the top 25%. Schools in Quartile 3 were ranked higher than 25% of all the schools 
on the list, but not in the top half. Schools in Quartile 4 were in the bottom 25% of all schools on 
the list. Focus schools were among the 10% of schools statewide with the largest achievement 
gaps between high-performing students and low-performing students in the same school. 
 

 On the other hand, nearly three-quarters of the schools in the non-urban districts (11 of 16 

schools) were included in one of the Focus school cohorts during 2012-2014. This suggests that 

all of the case study districts faced some accountability pressure to improve instruction in their 

schools. Each district had the opportunity to do so by including accountability factors in their 
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teacher hiring decisions. The urban district in the study employs more than 500 teachers; three of 

the non-urban districts employ more than 200 teachers; the fifth district employs well over 100 

teachers. Across the state, about 10 percent of all teachers are new each year. This would suggest 

that the districts in the case studies would have hired between 10 and 50 teachers each year, but 

the correlation between new hires and district size is weak: some districts are shrinking as their 

student enrollments decline; other districts are growing and adding staff. Districts also vary in 

their turnover rates. 

 Table 6 shows the number and percentage of new core teacher hires in Michigan between 

2004-2015 and the number and percentage of new core hires in each of the five case study 

districts. 

Table 6: Percentage of Teachers Who Were New Hires in Michigan, 2004-2015 

District 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2015 
A 7.3% 18.9% 16.5% 13.8% 9.1% 4.7% 5.3% 
B 8.2% 6.0% 7.8% 5.0% 10.5% 13.2% 12.3% 
C 9.6% 9.9% 11.3% 6.4% 4.1% 15.5% 16.8% 
D 11.1% 10.5% 14.3% 9.6% 8.2% 9.2% 8.9% 
E 0.0% 13.0% 6.3% 1.2% 1.3% 5.6% 8.4% 

Statewide 8.4% 12.6% 11.0% 8.1% 8.6% 10.0% 10.7% 
Source: CEPI data 

 The number of new hires is affected by several factors, such as changes in student 

enrollment, teachers leaving a district due to retirement, and teacher attrition. 

 Districts self-selected into the case studies. The quality of the information gathered 

through interviews depended heavily upon the willingness of key administrators to participate. In 

fact, one of the fundamental limits to rational choice posited by my conceptual framework, the 

limited allocation of attention, became a primary constraint on the gathering of interview data. 

The administrators I interviewed all seemed willing to and interested in sharing their insights on 

teacher hiring. Finding time to talk was the challenge. 
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 The districts participating in the 2004 interviews informed the selection of districts to 

invite to participate in the 2016 case studies. This allowed me to compare the responses of 

district decision makers in 2004, at the start of AYP, to those of their counterparts in 2016. With 

two exceptions, the individuals in those decision-making positions had changed during the 

interval. All of the six original districts eventually responded to requests to participate; District 6 

became non-responsive to attempts to schedule interviews and did not contribute to the 2016 

data. 

 All of the participants received an interview protocol and interview consent form prior to 

our meetings. I collected the completed and signed consent forms before beginning each 

interview. Sessions lasted approximately one hour; a few went a little longer, but effort was 

made to respect the time and schedules of the respondents. The interview protocol and a blank 

consent form are included in the appendix. Interviews with building principals followed the 

protocol closely, which began by asking principals to identify a particular hire made in the 

previous year. Interviews with central office staff and superintendents started more broadly, 

asking about the range of elementary hires made the previous year and then moving to a 

discussion of the typical hiring practices and changes to those practices that may have occurred 

during his or her time with the district. Extensive notes were taken in longhand and then 

transcribed within hours. In a few instances, questions of clarity were sent to respondents. 

 Essential concepts from the conceptual framework guided the coding of the responses 

prior to analysis. Bounded rationality posits two major limits to rational choice facing decision 

makers: limitations of resources and ambiguity of meanings. Limitations include both scarcity of 

time and scarcity of attention. Scarcity of time refers to external time – the number of days 

between the identification of a choice situation and the need for an answer. Scarcity of attention 
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refers to internal time – the amount of mental bandwidth available to decision makers to allocate 

to this decision, as opposed to all the other decisions concerning other issues confronting any 

particular decision maker. Additional limitations include unidentified or incomplete information 

about one or more of the options under consideration, and limited experience or capacity to 

evaluate all the factors that go into making a best choice or decision. Ambiguity refers to 

incomplete, conflicting, or incoherent understanding of the organizational preferences that obtain 

to a particular choice event, or a conflict between organizational and personal preferences. 

 Thus, comments that reflected either of these limitations were coded “L” for limits. 

Comments that reflected the primary theoretical responses to these limits were also coded. For 

example, those reflecting satisficing behavior were coded “S”; those that reflected ambiguity of 

information or preferences were coded “AB.” Comments that suggested rule-following or 

reliance on organizational identity were coded “RF” or “I,” respectively.  

 March pointed out, however, that satisficing behavior in particular exists along a 

continuum. It seemed important to note comments during the interviews that indicated efforts on 

behalf of the decision maker or the organization to mitigate the effects of limited resources and 

ambiguity on the organization’s decision-making process. Therefore, comments were coded 

“ATE” if they reflected attempts to allocate additional time early in the process in anticipation of 

limits on time later in the process. Similarly, comments that indicated efforts to gather relevant 

information beyond the processing of candidate applications themselves were coded “GRI.” The 

code “BC” was developed to distinguish efforts by the decision maker or the district to build 

capacity in the district’s decision-making process, either by providing training or scaffolded 

experiences for less experienced or capable decision makers, or by specializing a particular 

aspect of the process to allow greater focus and develop skills and experience (March, 1988). 
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 Finally, comments illustrating a respondent’s recognition of the role of bounded 

rationality in the hiring process were coded “R,” and participant observations about external 

factors affecting the decision-making process were coded “X.” Given the conversational style of 

the interviews, many comments were assigned multiple codes. For example, two districts 

conduct a preliminary screening process before teaching openings have been officially identified; 

comments about these screening practices were coded both ATE, indicating that the district had 

allocated extra time early in the process, and GRI, because these districts used these screening 

sessions to gather relevant information about candidates that went beyond the acceptance of 

applications. A complete table showing the number of coded responses by district and by 

administrative role appears in the appendix. 

 Note that the coding used in analyzing the interview data was based on the topic of the 

comment, not its content. When a building principal recounted reviewing hundreds of 

applications to fill a single position, he did not explicitly mention the time or attention this task 

required, but his comment was coded as an example of issues related to time and attention. As 

can be seen in the examples provided throughout the presentation of findings, the comments 

were a combination of descriptive and evaluative statements. For example, a principal explaining 

that “moving a teacher from one school to another to fill a vacant position simply opens up a new 

position to be filled,” is a descriptive statement about what is commonly called the domino 

effect. The inference, supported by other comments from other administrators, is that several 

factors such as reassigning current staff can influence the time required to post an open position. 

On the other hand, her superintendent’s statement about “the crazy things you have to do to get 

people in these positions” is an evaluative statement that implies that a considerable amount of 

effort and attention can be required to fill a position. Some comments contain a combination of 
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description and evaluation, such as when another superintendent explained, “The 1014 report 

[the Michigan Department of Education’s Bulletin 1014 on district financial information] tracks 

dollars allocated to instruction and the ratio of administrators to pupils; at one point [our ratio] 

would be a matter of pride, but now we’re talking about tired people.” The reference to Bulletin 

1014 is descriptive; the reference to tired people is evaluative. This comment was coded as data 

about scarcity of attention and capacity. 

 If decision makers spoke a lot about the challenges they face in hiring teachers, they also 

spoke a lot about some of the strategies they use to overcome those challenges. For example, to 

overcome the scarcity of information they felt they needed to make a decision, administrators 

described ways in which they gathered additional information about candidates. Knowing that 

limited time would be available for actual consideration of alternatives, decision makers 

described efforts to allocate time early in the process in order to save time later. Descriptions of 

these efforts were coded separately from those describing the challenges of time. 

 Administrators also made a significant number of comments describing the strategies 

they use in response to the constraints of scarcity and ambiguity. These comments about 

strategies were coded as allocating time early, gathering additional relevant data, and building 

capacity. About a fifth of the coded comments reflected either a kind of metacognitive 

recognition on the part of the interviewee concerning district practices, or comments on external 

factors that influence the work of educators generally or of decision makers in hiring new 

teachers. The data gleaned from these interviews were supplemented with data from similar 

interviews conducted in the same districts in late 2004 and early 2005. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS FROM THE QUANTITATIVE DATA ON TEACHER CHARACTERISTICS 

 
 The goal of the quantitative analysis of data on teacher characteristics was to determine if 

district teacher hiring decisions made during the 12-year period under examination resulted in 

changes to the demographic, professional, or assignment characteristics of new elementary 

teachers, whether in Michigan generally or in any of the subgroups of districts – city, suburb, 

town, or rural districts – or in the districts included in the case studies. 

 Of all the educational personnel who worked in school districts from 2004-2015, this 

study focused on elementary teachers and new elementary teachers, and on general education 

elementary teachers ostensibly working to improve student achievement in mathematics and 

reading in grades 3-8. 

 To determine whether the results of district teacher hiring practices changed during the 

12 years between 2004 and 2015, I looked at the demographic and professional preparation 

characteristics of teachers who were hired during this period of time. To make sense of the data 

obtained and analyzed, I began by analyzing the demographic characteristics of all K-12 teachers 

in Michigan statewide. As explained in the chapter on research methods, the total population of 

K-12 teachers declined significantly over the 12-year period. Therefore, trends in teacher 

characteristics were tracked by percentage of the total number of teachers employed in each year. 

Table 7 summarizes the results of that analysis. Data were obtained from the REP Summary 

Reports for the years indicated; 2005 is the earliest year for which the REP summary report is 

available. 

 Between 2005 and 2015, total student enrollment in the state fell 9.3 percent, and the total 

number of teaching positions declined by 16 percent. While the total number of students fell, the 
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actual number of non-white students rose 5.3 percent, meaning the percentage of non-white 

students in the state’s public schools rose, from 27.9 percent of total enrollment to 32.3 percent. 

At the beginning of the No Child Left Behind era, minority students in Michigan represented 

about a quarter of the students across the state; in 2015, they comprised nearly one-third of the 

state’s student body.  

Table 7: Changes in Student and Teacher Demographics, 2005-2015 

 2005 2015 Percent Change 
Student count 1,709,583 1,550,802 -9.3% 
White students 1,233,287 1,049,302 -14.9% 
Non-white students 476,296 501,500 5.3% 
All teachers 117,973 99,127 -16.0% 
Female teachers 74.8% 76.9% 2.1% 
Male teachers 25.2% 23.1% -2.1% 
White teachers 89.6% 91.4% 1.8% 
Non-white teachers 10.4% 8.6% -1.8% 

Source: CEPI Public REP Summary Reports, 2005 & 2015 

 The focus of this study was on the factors that influenced district decision making during 

a time of increased accountability, measured primarily by student achievement scores in 

mathematics and reading in grades 3-8. For this reason, particular attention was paid to the 

characteristics of new elementary teachers. Analyzing these characteristics required the use of 

the restricted teacher-level data provided by CEPI and MDE. For practical reasons, these data 

were pared down from the total data set of all Michigan teachers to the set of teachers assigned to 

the 25 most common teaching assignments in the five districts that were the focus of this study, 

out of the 91 assignments districts can choose when reporting teacher data to the REP. These 25 

teaching assignments represented slightly more than 78 percent of the teachers working in the 

five districts; the largest assignment groups omitted from the analysis were the physical, health, 

art, and music education teachers. The teachers omitted in the analysis of the individual teacher 

data represent important aspects of a student’s total education, but including all of the 
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assignment codes resulted in consistently erroneous query results. Therefore, the following 

analyses and results refer to this subset of teachers, referred to below as “core teachers.”   

 Did the racial characteristics of core teachers in Michigan change over the 12 years 

covered by my study? Racial diversity among elementary teachers was not evenly distributed 

across district types. Although white teachers made up the majority of teachers in all school 

district types, elementary teachers in city districts as a group were much more diverse than in 

other types of districts. Table 8 below summarizes the proportion of non-white elementary 

teachers in the four major categories of districts in 2004 and again in 2015.  

Table 8: Diversity in Core Elementary Teachers, 2004-2015, by District Type 

District Type 2004 
Percent Non-white 

2015 
Percent Non-white 

Percent Change, 
2004-2015 

City  36.7 34.8 -1.9% 
Suburb 4.9 5.9 1.0% 
Town 0.7 1.3 0.6% 
Rural 1.1 1.3 0.2% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 Black or African American teachers represented most of Michigan’s non-white teaching 

staff – 10.1 percent of the 12.3 percent non-white elementary teachers in the state in 2015 (see 

Table 9). Over the 12-year period, the number of black elementary teachers in city districts 

dropped 35.2 percent, compared to a 28.9 percent drop in the number of white teachers in city 

districts. The non-white category includes all teachers identified as American Indian/Alaskan 

native, Asian American, Black or African American, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, 

Hispanic or Latino, or multiple origins. In 2015, blacks comprised 70 percent of the non-white 

teacher population; Hispanic/Latino teachers made up 14 percent of the non-white teachers. 
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Table 9: Demographics of Michigan Core Teachers, 2004-2015, by Race/Ethnicity 

All Districts 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2015 

American Indian/ Alaska Native 161 154 158 149 152 139 133 

Asian American 313 343 369 398 472 505 454 

Black or African American 6,305 5,575 5,101 4,480 4,071 3,938 4,044 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander 

44 46 54 43 64 102 107 

White 66,803 66,175 65,460 63,355 60,318 59,803 58,913 

Hispanic or Latino 556 581 596 611 697 669 702 

Multiple 25 27 9 32 166 168 185 

Total Core Subject Teachers 74,207 72,901 71,747 69,068 65,940 65,324 64,538 

White Core Subject Teachers 90.0% 90.8% 91.2% 91.7% 91.5% 91.5% 91.3% 

Total New Hires 6,253 9,199 7,881 5,567 5,682 6,547 6,885 

Percent New Hires 8.4% 12.6% 11.0% 8.1% 8.6% 10.0% 10.7% 

   Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 Figure 3 below shows the total numbers of white and non-white core teachers in the state 

from 2004 through 2015. It shows that the overall number of core teachers fell by nearly 10,000, 

from 74,207 to 64,538. It also shows that the number of non-white teachers –about 10 percent of 

the total number of teachers – fell by a larger proportion.  

 Figure 3: Trends in Statewide Teacher Numbers, by Race, 2004-2015 

 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 
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 Table 10 reports the specifics of this trend: the total number of core teachers analyzed by 

district and locale code dropped 13 percent. During the same time period, the number of non-

white teachers in the same schools dropped 24.1 percent, including a 35.9 percent decline in 

black teachers.  

Table 10: Trends in Michigan Teacher Numbers, 2004-2015, by Race  

Statewide 2004 2015 Percent Change 
 

White Core Teachers 66,803 58,913 -11.8% 
Non-white Core Teachers 7,404 5,623 -24.1% 
Total Core Teachers 74,207 64,536 -13.0% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

These trends in race were not evenly distributed by district type. The decline in the number of 

elementary teachers varied significantly by district locale code, as shown in Table 11. 

Table 11: Number of Elementary Teachers 2004-2015, by District Type 

District Type 2004 2015  Percent Change 

City  8,182 5,650 -30.9% 
Suburb 9,095 8,422 -7.4% 
Town 1,828 1,568 -14.2% 
Rural 4,854 5,019 3.4% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 These data make it clear that the decrease in teaching positions affected city districts 

significantly: the loss of elementary teachers in city districts was nearly twice the decline 

statewide, and four times the decline in suburban districts. The rate of decline in town districts 

was on par with the statewide drop, but the number of elementary teachers in town districts is a 

small portion of the total number of teachers statewide. The number of elementary teacher in 

rural districts actually increased between 2004 and 2015.  

 Within this statewide context, the five districts that were the focus of the district leader 

interviews showed steeper declines than the statewide averages. 



 67 

Table 12: Core Teachers in Five Interview Districts, 2004-205, by Race 

5 Districts, All Core 2004 2015 Percent Change 
White Core Teachers 1,394 1,078 -22.7% 
Non-white Core Teachers 182 117 -35.7% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 Across the five districts in which interviews were conducted, the number of white 

teachers fell 22.7 percent, while the number of non-white teachers fell even more, by 35.7 

percent. As shown in Table 13, much of this disparity can be attributed to significant declines in 

District A, the midsize city district: although the decline in white and non-white teachers in 

District A was comparable, District A employed a larger number of non-white teachers overall. 

Table 13: Number of Non-white Core Teachers, 2004-2015, by District 

 2004 2015 Loss/Gain 
District A (midsize city) 160 95 -65 (-41.7%) 
District B (small city) 13 8 -5 (-38.5%) 
District C (large suburban) 3 6 +3 (+100%) 
District D (mixed locale) 6 5 -1 (-16.7%) 
District E (large suburban) 0 3 +3 (n/a) 
5 District Total 182 117 -65 (-35.7%) 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

Compared to its midsize city peers across the state (Table 14), District A’s decline in non-white 

teachers is slightly less than in other districts with the same midsize city locale code. 

Table 14: Core Teachers in Michigan Midsize City Districts, 2004-2015, by Race 

Midsize City 2004 2015 Percent Change 
White Core Teachers 1,747 1,373 -21.4% 
Non-white Core Teachers 447 235 -47.4% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

The statewide average decline in non-white teachers for small city districts (Table 15) was less 

than in District B, but the small number of non-white teachers in District B makes the change in 

percent seem dramatic.  
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Table 15: Core Teachers in Michigan Small City Districts, 2004-2015, by Race 

Small City 2004 2015 Percent Change 
White Core Teachers 4,507 4,012 -11.0% 
Non-white Core Teachers 530 464 -12.5% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 Both of the large suburban districts that participated in the interview portion of the study 

had small numerical gains in non-white core teachers; across the state, comparable districts 

showed a similar uptick, large in percentage (14.4 percent) but modest in numbers (a gain of 104 

non-white core teachers statewide). 

Table 16: Core Teachers in Michigan Large Suburban Districts, 2004-2015, by Race 

Large Suburban 2004 2015 Percent Change 
White Core Teachers 13,493 12,781 -5.3% 
Non-white Core Teachers 723 827 +14.4% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 Finally, districts with schools with multiple locale codes, such as District D, showed a 

small decline in non-white teachers overall. However, this small overall decline masked a 

significant drop in black teachers, as shown in Table 17 – 325 teachers, or 34.3 percent of the 

non-white teacher total. 

Table 17: Core Teachers in Michigan Districts with Multiple Locale Codes, 2004-2015, by Race 

Districts w/multiple codes 2004 2015 Percent Change 
White Core Teachers 27,810 24,095 -13.4% 
Non-white Core Teachers 1,344 1,310 -2.5% 

Black Teachers 948 623 -34.3% 
Hispanic Teachers 185 274 +48.1% 

Asian Teachers 121 215 +77.7% 
Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 
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By comparison, the decline in teachers overall, and in non-white teachers specifically, was 

greatest in large city districts (Table 18): a nearly 40 percent drop in non-white teachers, and a 

53.3 percent drop in white teachers. 

Table 18: Core Teachers in Michigan large City Districts, 2004-2015, by Race 

Large City 2004 2015 Percent Change 
White Core Teachers 2,143 1,127 -53.3% 
Non-white Core Teachers 3,987 2,419 -39.3% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 Next, I analyzed the trends in teacher characteristics among new hires over the time 

period in question. Overall, the ratio of white to non-white and male to female elementary 

teachers changed very little across the state, as shown in Table 19. 

Table 19: Gender and Race of New Elementary Teachers in Michigan, 2004-2015 

 New 
Elementary Teachers 

2004 2015 Percent Change 

Female 86.1 86.7 0.6 
Male 13.9 13.3 -0.6 
White 89.9 87.4 -2.5 
Non-white 10.1 12.6 2.5 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 This diversity of new hires largely matches the existing diversity in districts when 

separated by district type. As shown in Table 20, suburban districts made gains in the diversity of 

their new hires, although they still hired nine white teachers for every teacher of color, at a time 

when their student populations grew increasingly diverse. Districts and schools classified as 

town districts also made modest gains in the percentage of non-white teachers hired, but the 

small number of total teachers makes these gains fairly trivial, both in the districts themselves 

and in the state numbers and percentages overall.  
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Table 20: Percent of New Elementary Hires, 2004-2015, by District Type 

District Type 2004 
Percent Non-white 

2015 
Percent Non-white 

Percent Change, 
2004-2015 

City  30.6 29.1 -1.5% 
Suburb 4.4 10.1 5.7% 
Town 0.0 2.5 2.5% 
Rural 2.5 1.7 -0.8% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 Table 21 shows the aggregate number of new teachers hired between 2004 and 2015. 

Table 21: 12-Year Totals of New Core Teachers in Michigan, by Race 

Statewide New Teachers 2004 2015 12-Year Total 
White Core Teachers 5,697 6,060 77,255 
Non-white Core Teachers 556 825 8,842 
Percent non-white 8.9% 12.0% 10.3% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

Among the five districts that were the focus of the qualitative data collection, the 12-year totals 

were very similar, as shown in Table 22. 

Table 22: 12-Year Totals of New Core Teachers in Five Districts, by Race 

5 Districts, New Core 2004 2015 12-Year Total 
White Core Teachers 74 120 1219 
Non-white Core Teachers 0 18 115 
Percent non-white 0% 15.0% 9.4% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 Another way to look at issues of racial and gender diversity is to compare the total 

number of elementary hires to the number of new male or non-white elementary teachers over 

the time period in question. Table 23 shows the total number of elementary hires during the 12-

year period of the study for each district in the qualitative portion of the study, and the number of 

male and non-white hires each district made. 
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Table 23: Elementary Hires by District, 2004-2015 

 2004-2015 Percent of District Total 
District A   
Total Elementary Hires 150  

Male 29 19.3 
Non-white 34 22.7 

District B   
Total Elementary Hires 118  

Male 23 19.8 
Non-white 17 14.4 

District C   
Total Elementary Hires 172  

Male 44 25.6 
Non-white 18 10.5 

District D   
Total Elementary Hires 121  

Male 6 5.0 
Non-white 2 1.7 

District E   
Total Elementary Hires 111  

Male 20 18.0 
Non-white 0 0.0 

5 District Totals   
Total Elementary Hires 670  

Male 122 18.2 
Non-white 71 10.6 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 The percentage of male elementary teachers hired by the five districts varied from just 5 

percent in District D to 25.6 percent in District C; the five-district average of 18.2 percent is 

slightly higher than the statewide average of about 13.5 percent. The percentage of new 

elementary hires who were non-white varied even more, from 0 percent in District E to 22.7 

percent in District A; the five-district average was 10.6 percent, in line with the statewide 

average of about 11.3 percent. 

 The date in the tables above strongly suggest that districts did not increase the diversity 

of their teaching staff through hiring practices. We turn now to issues of subject matter focus. 

 The accountability measures districts faced during this time period focused on student 

achievement in mathematics and reading in grades 3-8. Table 24 below summarizes the total 

number of elementary teachers with endorsements in mathematics or reading over this time 
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period. The number of elementary teachers with endorsements in mathematics was just 5.5 

percent in 2004; in 2015, the number with endorsement in mathematics was even lower, 3.4 

percent. Note that in 2015 there were 1,493 elementary schools in Michigan, meaning there was 

one elementary teacher with a math endorsement for every six public elementary buildings in the 

state. 

Table 24: Michigan Teachers with Mathematics and Reading Assignments, 2004-2015 

 2004 2015 Percent Change 
Teachers with Math, K-12 7,336 7,155 -2.4% 
Teachers with Math, K-6 389 244 -37.3% 
Teachers with Reading 1,059 427 -59.7% 
Elementary with Reading 470 221 -53.0% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 Among the five districts in which interviews were conducted, the total numbers are small, 

but the pattern is unmistakable. In fact, virtually all of the elementary mathematics assignments 

shown in Table 25 were attributable to one district, District C, which reported six elementary 

mathematics assignments in 2004, eight in 2005, and then none in each of the following years 

until 2014, when the number of elementary assignments in mathematics jumped to 17, followed 

by 14 in 2015. It seems likely that these data are artifacts of a change in reporting rather than 

changes in actual assignments; none of the other districts showed any elementary mathematics 

assignments in the 2014 or 2015, and very few over the 12-year period. 

Table 25: Five District Core Teachers with Mathematics Assignments, 2004-2015 

Math Assignments 2004 2015 Percent Change 
5 Districts, All Levels 133 120 -9.8% 
5 Districts, Elementary 7 14* (or 0) n/a 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 
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 Table 26 shows the number of teachers with reading assignments in the five districts; 

these declines suggest that districts pursued other instructional strategies for reading, although no 

mention was made of them during the district interviews. 

Table 26: Five District Core Teachers with Reading Assignments, 2004-2015 

Reading Assignments 2004 2015 Percent Change 
5 Districts, All Levels 12 2 -83.3% 
5 Districts, Elementary 9 1 -88.9% 

Source: CEPI restricted teacher-level data 

 Analysis of the quantitative data related to teacher characteristics provides a sense of who 

taught in Michigan’s public schools over time, and what trends have transpired over that time 

that represent either changes or consistency in the characteristics of teachers hired by districts 

during a time of intense policy pressures on districts to improve a central aspect of their core 

mission: student achievement, as measured by high-stakes statewide student exams. The patterns 

in the data are clear: teacher characteristics conceptually related to accountability levers – more 

teachers with backgrounds in mathematics and reading, more teachers of color, more male 

elementary teachers – remained essentially unchanged. A deeper understanding of teacher hiring 

in such a policy context requires us to investigate the decision-making process behind these 

teacher hires – to ask not just who, but why. 
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CHAPTER 6 

FINDINGS FROM THE QUALITATIVE DATA ON DISTRICT DECISION MAKING 

 
 Michigan’s teacher population became less diverse from 2004 to 2015. There were fewer 

teachers of color, both in actual headcounts and in the percentages of the overall teaching 

population, while the proportion of female teachers grew. The same trends held for teachers at 

the elementary level. 

 During this time period, districts did not increase the diversity of their teaching staffs. In 

fact, diversity decreased during this time period, both in gender and in race/ethnicity. This 

demographic pattern took place at a time when districts were starting to be held accountable for 

the performance of their students overall, and of student subgroups related to race in particular. 

 The data on new teacher hires show that districts did not increase the diversity of newly 

hired elementary teachers during this period. There are several possible reasons why this would 

be so. Diversity may not have been a priority for districts, or for some districts; alternatively, 

districts may have tried but were unable to identify greater numbers of qualified minority 

candidates. Did districts not intend to increase diversity and expertise in math and reading? Or 

were their intentions frustrated? 

 To investigate district intent, we turn to the qualitative data from the administrators 

interviewed in five school districts during 2016. What factors influenced district teacher hiring 

decisions? 

 Organizational theory argues that decision making is rarely a matter of rational choice in 

the classic sense of a full search for options with the goal of maximizing the alignment between a 

choice and a set of organizational preferences. According to theorists such as March and Simon, 

districts and administrators face two basic constraints that prevent them from maximizing their 
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hiring choices as rational choice would have then do. The first constraint is scarcity of resources: 

there are limits to the resources decision makers have available to them in the search process. 

The second constraint is ambiguity in the information available and upon which to base a 

decision, as well as ambiguity in the organizational preferences that should guide administrators 

in deciding which candidate maximizes their choice options. 

 Table 27 summarizes the number of comments made by district decision makers in the 

five case study districts that referred to scarcity of resources facing them during the teacher 

hiring process. 

Table 27: Coded Comments from Administrators Related to Scarcity 

Comment Category Number of Comments Percentage of Total 
Comments (N=702) 

Limits on Rational Choice   
Scarcity 190 26.0% 

Of time 51 7.3% 
Of attention 52 7.4% 

Of information 34 4.8% 
Of capacity 53 7.5% 

 

 This table conveys a sense of the relative focus of the responses of decision makers to the 

three general prompts in the interview protocol: what process was used to make a recent teacher 

hire; how did this hire compare to typical hires in the district; what would you change in the 

process if you could?  

Scarcity of Resources 

 March and Simon enumerated four types of resources that are limited in most 

organizational decision making: time, attention, information, and capacity. District decision 

makers mentioned all four types of limitations in their explanations of their hiring practices. 
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Scarcity of Time 

 References to time were among the most common comments across the interviews. When 

it comes to hiring teachers, the scarcity of time is about late starts and late finishes, and about 

processes that are at once fast and slow. Liu and Johnson (2006) noted as much in their study of 

urban hiring practices, which they described as late, rushed, and information-poor. Decision 

makers were limited in the amount of time available to make decisions concerning teacher 

hiring. The administrators interviewed identified multiple ways that time presents a challenge to 

the hiring process. The most common was the relatively narrow window of opportunity decision 

makers had to complete the process. All districts had strong motivation to have teachers in place 

before the first day of the school year. “You have to have someone in front of those kids,” 

stressed one superintendent. Although the occurrence of hiring teachers after the start of school 

is reported to be distressingly common (Jones, Maier, & Grogan, 2011), district administrators 

identified having teachers in place by the first day of school as a top goal. What made this goal 

challenging was variability in a district’s ability to identify the start of the hiring process. 

Districts necessarily relied upon teachers to inform them if they were retiring, resigning, or going 

on medical leave. “The timing of retirements is different from [the timing of] hiring,” observed 

another superintendent. Sometimes, such as in cases of medical leaves or spouses whose jobs 

prompt a family relocation, teachers themselves did not know very far in advance of leaving a 

position. Several district administrators mentioned occurrences when positions opened 

unexpectedly. Administrators in all five districts reported having to hire during the summer, even 

in the final days before school opened. “Hiring season is March-April, or July-August – 

whenever teachers inform us,” explained a superintendent with a wave of her hand. 
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 Another reason for variability in the identification of teaching positions to be filled was 

uncertainty in student enrollment. “We need to see butts in seats,” reported one superintendent in 

a district struggling to reverse declines in enrollment. Other districts had the opposite problem. 

“We were all set for teachers in the spring, but over the summer kids kept trickling in, forcing us 

to add a section,” explained a principal. In either case, the result was the same: the district 

needed to hire a teacher relatively quickly. Time is a limited resource in the teacher hiring 

process. 

 Time is a limited resource in another important way. Districts sometimes compete for 

candidates, so the timing of the hiring process can affect whether a district secures its top choice 

of candidate. Sometimes this competition is head to head: one principal described how she called 

the candidate she wanted to hire, only to learn that the candidate had accepted an offer from 

another district. Liu and Johnson (2006) documented this phenomenon in urban districts, but it 

also happened in suburban districts in this study. “This happens a lot,” complained a veteran 

principal in another district. Other times, the competition is relative: districts that identify and 

post openings earlier have access to a larger, better pool of candidates than do those who post 

positions later in the hiring season. Several administrators spoke of the challenges of “shallower” 

pools, in the words of a central office administrator. “We don’t hire as well in the summer as we 

do in the spring,” he admitted. “The talent pool is much shallower later.” Whether because of the 

approach of the first day of school, or because of competition between districts for particular 

candidates, decision makers identified the scarcity of time as a limiting factor in the hiring 

process. 
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Scarcity of Attention 

 A second scarcity of resources identified by March and Simon is related to the scarcity of 

time, but can be measured in minutes rather than days or weeks, and affects individual decision 

makers directly as well as the organization indirectly. As human beings, decision makers have a 

limited amount of attention to devote to their responsibilities. Superintendents are the chief 

executive officers of organizations with hundreds of employees and multi-million dollar budgets. 

They report directly to a school board and indirectly to thousands of parents. Principals are 

responsible for the operations of their buildings, each with hundreds of students and dozens of 

employees. Central office personnel provide the administrative support that allows teachers and 

principals to perform their primary roles of instruction and supervision.  

 Identifying and selecting a preferred candidate to fill a teaching position is, in practical 

terms, an additional task that presents itself to district administrators, often during the busiest 

times of their school year. As one superintendent admitted, “Our administrators just don’t have 

the spare time.” None of the districts in the case studies had a full-time director of human 

resources; two districts had central office administrators whose duties included HR functions as 

well as other responsibilities; a third district was in the process of re-staffing such a position after 

several years of going without. As a deputy superintendent put it, “A lot of districts dropped HR 

staffing during the lean years. They figured, ‘We have so many needs, so few resources, we 

don’t need them in HR.’”  

 Teacher hiring is only one aspect of the human resources system, as Odden (2014) and 

colleagues pointed out. Human resources management includes managing the employment of 

instructional and non-instructional employees, staff development and evaluation, changes in 

status, managing benefits, and processing retirements and dismissals.  When districts lack HR 
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capacity, these duties get assigned to other administrators and compete for their attention with 

pre-existing core responsibilities. 

 Moreover, the decision of whom to hire actually requires a host of preliminary decisions 

that vie for attention. First, the decision has to be made whether to fill an opening at all, and 

whether to reassign a current staff member – potentially creating a different opening – or to hire 

a new staff member. Enrollment stability and its consequent budget implications are 

complicating issues in districts. Administrators in four of the five study districts mentioned 

finances as an important consideration in the decision of whether to post an opening. Once that 

decision had been made, someone needed to decide what position description and required 

qualifications should go into the posting, and when and where to post it. Four of the five districts 

participated in their county’s online job application system; two also sent postings to teacher 

preparation programs in the area. As March (1994) pointed out, in many organizations “the 

deciding is as important as the doing” (p. 24). 

 Once the posting closed, someone in the district needed to review the applications the 

district received, screening for obviously unqualified applicants (such as the wrong certification 

level or subject area). One principal described a recent hire this way: “In the past, a senior 

administrator did the initial looks at candidates before paring them down and sending a shorter 

list to principals to review. This time, I did the initial review. We had 172 candidates for this 3rd 

grade position. I looked through all the resumes and folders.”  If each application took just five 

minutes to review, 172 applications represented nearly 15 hours of attention to this task alone, 

attention not directed at other tasks. 

 All of the districts had some process to narrow the field to a manageable number, from 

which the principal or principals could choose a pool to bring in for interviews. Another 
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principal admitted that “it takes a lot of time – nights and weekends.” Screening applications 

outside of working hours may have allowed decision makers to avoid the conflict of attention to 

routine work duties, but it also shifts the scarcity of time and attention into the decision maker’s 

personal life. Once the initial pool of applicants had been winnowed, every district in the case 

studies had a practice of assembling teams to review the shorter list of candidates. Such a 

practice required someone in the district to decide whom to include on the team. Next, interview 

questions needed to be selected and assigned to team members. Whether substantive or 

administrative, each of these decisions required someone’s attention. 

 Limited attention sometimes directly affected a candidate’s chances and the decision 

maker’s action. One principal reported checking references on three finalists. She was told by a 

reference that the first candidate had many strengths, but not the strong classroom management 

skills she sought. She could not reach the references for the second candidate. She chose the third 

candidate. With more time and attention to devote to her reference checks, she may have learned 

something about the second candidate that would have affected her decision, and potentially the 

second candidate’s career. Another principal described the review team’s post-interview 

discussion of the candidates: “These conversations can go just a few minutes or up to 30 minutes 

in total. Then the team reviews all the candidates in summary – not exactly a comparison.” After 

what can often be a full day of interviews, team members must still allocate attention to a 

discussion of each of the candidates interviewed. One principal explained why she took photos 

of candidates as they interviewed. “We take photos during each screening interview; after 15-20 

of these in a row, you start to ask, ‘Which one was that?’ so we put up their photos while we 

debrief.” These descriptions of actual hiring processes suggest that scarcity of attention was a 
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common challenge for decision makers in teacher hiring situations. Decision makers across roles 

and across districts admitted that their attention was sometimes less focused than other times. 

 Scarcity of Information 

 District decision makers offered 34 comments about limits they faced in using the 

information they had on hand to inform their decisions. Paradoxically, they consistently reported 

a deluge of information, at least in terms of the number of applications received for each open 

elementary teaching position, while at the same time lacking the kind of information that would 

give them clear choices. Two administrators complained that the AppliTrack online application 

system “makes it too easy to apply for a position, which leads to unqualified applications 

because all they had to do was push a button.” Simon (1994) pointed out the irony of the 

information age: not too little, but too much information. The scarcity becomes one of relevance, 

of discerning the signal within the noise.  

 The real question facing each decision makers was, which candidate will meet my needs? 

This was a question without an obvious answer, or even a leading indicator. Districts received 

cover letters, resumes, references, work histories, transcripts, letters of recommendation, and 

sometimes even portfolios of academic and professional work. Most of this information was 

deemed by decision makers to be necessary but insufficient to answer the fundamental question. 

“You can sort [on AppliTrack] all you want – no one’s identity comes through,” offered one 

principal. 

 All five districts collected additional information through candidate interviews, but 

decision makers disagreed on how helpful these were in making decisions. Some administrators 

found interviews helpful in ruling out candidates. “You can tell pretty quickly whether you want 

to continue the conversation,” said a central office administrator about the screening phone 
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interviews used in his district. Others felt they gained valuable insight from meeting face to face 

with candidates, particularly compared to written applications. “You can tell, they just get it 

when they talk,” said a veteran principal. Several administrators discounted interviews as 

unreliable and offered the direct experience of candidates who interviewed well but fell short in 

actual performance, either in sample lessons or later on the job. “I remember one candidate who 

was terrible in the sample lesson, she said absolutely inappropriate things to the kids, but based 

on her interview she would have been one of my top choices,” admitted one principal. Human 

relations professionals such as Rose, English, and Finney (2014) have argued that, although 

ubiquitous, interviews are not reliable indicators of future job performance.  

Scarcity of Capacity 

 The fourth type of limited resource that bounds rational choice as described by March 

and Simon was that of capacity. There were 52 comments related to limited capacity in the 

interviews. They showed that organizations can lack capacity, as can individual decision makers. 

This lack of capacity can be a lack of infrastructure. As mentioned earlier, administrators in each 

of the districts described a conspicuous lack of HR support. One superintendent used 

understatement in observing, “We are undermanned in this area.” The largest district in the study 

had the most capacity in human resources. Still, in a district with over 1,500 employees, the 

district director of HR was also director of curriculum for the district. This district had recently 

instituted a sophisticated process to evaluate teacher candidates that included performance tasks, 

such as a data analysis scenario and preparing a sample lesson. However, one central office 

administrator in that district acknowledged that “the district doesn’t have the bandwidth to do 

this” for every teacher opening, and that late hiring situations can revert to former practices of 

application screenings and single interviews. 
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 Limited organizational capacity can also refer to funding. Two superintendents spoke 

with frustration about salary limitations, either in the budget or in the union contract, that 

prevented them from pursuing top candidates for openings. Explained one superintendent, “I 

want more discretion in recognizing years of experience; if one of our AP teachers retires, I want 

to be able to steal someone else’s AP teacher. In the past, the union has been more about 

equality. At least we put it in our postings, ‘shall recognize X [sic] years experience.’ This has 

opened up a whole new world of candidates. Candidates can choose to take a lower step; there 

used to be limits on years of experience. Budget used to be a factor. We are a base funded 

district; no Title I or 31A teachers who come with federal funding for their salaries.” 

 The challenges of limited capacity were also apparent at the individual decision maker 

level. When asked how they learned to hire, all of the interviewees admitted that they had no 

formal training in hiring. “This is one place I think institutions of higher education could be 

doing better,” said one superintendent. “I think we talked about it in one class.” Hess and Kelly 

(2007) came to the same conclusion in their review of administrator preparation programs. 

Academic classwork is only one avenue of training. The deputy superintendent in one district 

described administrator professional development provided by the regional education service 

agency that supports several of the districts in the study. The RESA provides monthly peer-alike 

professional support for district administrators, but the administrator acknowledged that none of 

these sessions has ever focused on issues related to teacher hiring.  

 Several of the administrators responded to the question about learning how to hire by 

citing on-the-job experience as their primary opportunity to learn. As one principal put it, “As a 

principal, you facilitate the professional development [of your staff]. You’re not taught how to 

do that, but you have to figure it out. Same with hiring. I learned based through experience.” 
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However, for most decision makers in districts, this opportunity was episodic at best. Principals 

and superintendents with six to ten years of experience in their current positions could all count 

and name the specific teachers they had hired. For principals this averaged about one each year. 

A key concept in organizational theory is the specialization of tasks, which allows members of 

the organization to gain experience and expertise through repetition. The principal who insisted 

that hiring was “the most important thing” she did as a building leader nevertheless had only 

done it seven times in as many years, and had spent only days each time to do it. Her recognition 

that she has gotten better at hiring over time raises questions about her capacity during these 

earlier decisions. It is possible that better refers not to her results, but to her process – to her 

efficiency or her confidence. Still, the interview data support the concept of capacity as a limited 

resource in decision making about teacher hiring, both for the organization and for the 

individuals in it. 

Satisficing Behavior 

 Organizational theory argues that the organizational response to scarcity of resources is 

satisficing, the serial search for and consideration of alternatives until a threshold of acceptability 

is reached, at which point the search is ended and a decision is made. This describes well the 

hiring practices described by administrators in the case studies. 

 With one exception that is described later in the chapter, districts posted open positions to 

identify alternatives – hundreds of them if early in the hiring season, scores of them even late in 

the summer. The postings described in the interviews ran as few as three days and as many as ten 

days. Extending the posting window would have allowed districts to identify even more 

alternatives, a clear goal of rational choice when time is not a factor. But time was always a 

factor, and the goal of the posting was not to identify all possible alternatives, but simply enough 
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alternatives. Scarcity of time and attention prevented the consideration of a larger pool of 

candidates.  

 The information in the application packets may have been insufficient to identify the best 

candidate, but it was sufficient to enable a decision maker to screen an unmanageable number of 

applications down to a manageable number. The function of the screening was to apply threshold 

criteria; those above the threshold were added to the candidate pool, those below were not. “I 

selected 13 candidates” for one position, explained a principal; “Given the sensitivity of time, I 

may not have found all the candidates who met those criteria, but I found enough of them to give 

us a choice.” 

 Districts and the decision makers in them had a limited amount of attention to pay to the 

hiring process. Districts assigned aspects of the hiring process to different members, all of whom 

had full time jobs already; together they assembled enough attention to complete the task of 

filling the position, even if that amount of attention varied by circumstances largely associated 

with the timing of the opening. “From August to June, we have to revert back to a minimalist 

process of online applications and interviewing,” admitted one central office administrator. 

Another spoke of the “desperation of late summer hires; principals have so much chaos at the 

start of school.” Criteria slipped from “best” to “best we can do under these circumstances.”  

 Districts satisficed when it came to capacity as well. Peterson (2002) observed that some 

administrators have better hiring skills that others, and recommended that districts assemble their 

teacher hiring teams accordingly. None of the district interviews included any mention of 

marshaling the best hirers to make decisions about candidates in their descriptions of their hiring 

processes. Instead, they reported that candidate review teams often depended upon volunteers to 

participate. Administrators in each district described efforts to assemble representative teams of 
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teachers, specialists, and administrators, but the factors that determined the actual 

representatives, such as willingness or availability, suggest that representation was defined by 

roles, not talent.  

 In describing his plans to establish a process to create an early pool of candidates, one 

superintendent indicated that “May is a decent time for our administrators; I’m not convinced 

that every administrator has to be there.” In this situation, less than a total commitment by his 

principals seemed sufficient. A central office administrator in another district described the 

process recently replaced by his district: “By the end of the shuffle, it was August; there was a 

pretty perfunctory screening process, mainly interviews. Maybe the principal was involved, but 

the principal’s role was quite limited. Goodness of fit, pedagogical skills were not considered.” 

This process was in place until 2015. One superintendent’s explanation of a fail-safe policy 

actually described the consequences of satisficing when hiring teachers: “Probationary teachers 

who receive evaluations of ineffective or minimally effective are terminated.” Its impact on 

teacher quality was not lost on her: “In any school, the weakest link becomes the standard – this 

is what the principal will put up with.” 

 Another superintendent acknowledged the “good enough” approach: “This year, we hired 

more than I am comfortable with on just one interview, but none were rookies.” Perhaps the 

upside of satisficing behavior was best and most honestly summed up by a principal in another 

district. She concluded her assessment of the limitations that constrained a recent hiring she had 

participated in by saying, “But you only need one good one.” The downside of satisficing 

behavior, on the other hand, could be heard in the observation of a veteran administrator who 

acknowledged that, at times, “We would hire, then have to fire if we hired quickly and poorly.” 
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Ambiguity 

 Scarcity of resources is one limiting factor in organizational decision making. The other 

factor identified by Simon and March is ambiguity. Ambiguity refers to the lack of clarity 

concerning which preferences should apply as decision makers attempt to align choices to 

preferred outcomes. Organizational preferences can be ambiguous for a number of reasons. 

There is often more than one preference, and these may conflict with one another. They may be 

imperfectly or incompletely communicated to all decision maker. As shown in the Table 28 

below, comments about ambiguity were less commonly expressed than were comments 

concerning scarcity. In fact, rather than identifying lack of clarity in organizational preferences 

as a specific constraint on teacher hiring – which arguably would have been a metacognitive task 

for interview respondents – the decision makers interviewed instead identified multiple 

preferences in the form of district initiatives.  

Table 28: Coded Comments Related to Limits on Rational Choice, by Type 

Comment Category Number of Comments Percentage of Total Comments 
Limits on Rational Choice   

Scarcity 190 26.0% 
Of time 51 7.3% 

Of attention 52 7.4% 
Of information 34 4.8% 

Of capacity 53 7.5% 
Ambiguity 28 3.9% 

Rule-following 69 9.7% 
Identity 49 6.9% 

 

Ambiguity of Preferences 

 Comments related to ambiguity were less frequent in the interviews – only 28 of the 709 

coded comments related to ambiguity. No one who was interviewed complained about unclear 

district preferences. Indeed, one superintendent was hired specifically to bring leadership to a 
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struggling district. She listed four distinct goals that guided her direction and that of the district. 

In fact, superintendents described multiple initiatives underway in their districts. It was this 

proliferation of preferences that made it difficult for decision makers to identify a clear 

organizational preference to guide their selection of the candidate who best aligned with district 

goals. Clearly, district administrators attempted to hire the best possible candidate for a teaching 

position. What was not clear, however, was what “best” meant, or what indicators decision 

makers could use to evaluate a candidate’s alignment to that preference, and how that preference 

related to the district initiatives. “There is always political pressure to have kids perform at high 

levels, but there are so many variables beyond teaching and learning that make kids successful,” 

observed one principal. The ambiguity here concerns a narrow versus broader understanding of 

student success and how to foster it, and how this understanding should be applied to teacher 

selection. 

 District initiatives varied widely, and included a district-wide move toward team 

teaching; the adoption of one-to-one student technology; increasing cultural competency among 

staff and students; and providing students with school to work experiences. Only in one district 

was the need to improve student achievement explicitly named as a district priority and a value 

district decision makers looked for as they reviewed candidates. In that district, the principal said 

she looked for “classroom management and reading and mathematics intervention. I don’t care 

about project-based learning right now,” she said, even though project-based learning was an 

important instructional strategy used in her school. Her rationale for her choice of classroom 

management and content expertise over instructional strategy was, “If they can do these, I can 

teach them that.” In her district, the superintendent and leadership team had made the bold 

decision to shift the district’s focus away from student achievement as measured by the statewide 
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student assessments. Instead, the district began collecting and analyzing its own data on 

instructional practices. “Practice is amenable to change,” asserted the superintendent. Moreover, 

the district aligned the position description in its posting to its selection process and even to the 

metrics used to evaluate the new teacher’s performance. This suggested a set of coherent 

preferences to guide teacher hiring.  

 The other four districts were less explicit in their organizational preferences. Even when 

district goals were relatively clear, the strategies for achieving them or the qualities to look for in 

candidates and how to recognize those qualities in the information at hand were less so. “We 

need teachers who know how to use technology as a tool to learn, how to access information and 

build skills for success later in life,” said another superintendent, but none of these topics were 

identified by her principals as district preferences that guided teacher hiring decisions.  

 Organizational theory acknowledges the potential for conflict in the identification and 

implementation of organizational preferences. The organization itself may adopt divergent goals 

that lead to conflicting preferences. Individuals within the organization may hold incomplete or 

incorrect understandings of those organizational preferences. They may also hold personal 

preferences that conflict with organizational preferences. Rutledge and colleagues, for example, 

describe the hiring practices of principals anxious to hire talented math teachers (2010). The 

district policy was to give hiring priority to the principals of Title I schools in the district. In the 

interests of their own students, principals in the non-Title I schools found ways to circumvent the 

official district policy, putting their preferences ahead of district preferences. 

 Several studies on teacher hiring have used the concept of organizational fit to make 

sense of how administrators, primarily building principals, identify and evaluate candidates 

during teacher hiring. Rutledge et al. used person-group (P-G) and person-job (P-J) fit to 
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describe the practices of the decisions makers in their studies. They were silent on the issue of 

person-organization (P-O) fit, but it seems that P-G and P-J fit as described in these studies were 

detached from the question of whether the person actually fits the needs and preferences of the 

organization. Decision makers were either unaware or unconvinced of the merits of the 

organizational preferences. 

 The conflict can be less direct when organizational preferences are more ambiguous. “We 

should be teaching reading in the content areas,” said one superintendent, but this preference was 

not reflected in the conversations with other district decision makers. When asked what he 

looked for in a candidate, a principal in the same district answered, “What else does a candidate 

offer a building that can make everybody better around them?” This teacher characteristic is a 

worthy preference to apply to decisions about teacher candidates, but it reflected the principal’s 

preferences more than those of the district. 

 In fact, organizational preferences can be ambiguous in part because they reflect the 

environments in which they operate, and thus can be shaped by various forces external to the 

district itself. In important ways, school districts are themselves reflections of the communities 

they serve. “We’ve had a transition of school board members, asking different questions, which 

is good,” explained a central office administrator. He continued,  

“Our community expects high levels of performance. Still, we are wrestling with our 
identity: we are not an urban district, not a bedroom suburb; what are we? What should 
our academic expectations be? What are we doing to support kids? We are no longer a 
rural district, either.”  
 

Administrators in two districts spoke of how enrollment and its impact on the district budget 

prompted the districts to adopt initiatives to attract students through the state’s schools of choice 

policy, which in turn affected how the districts thought about their priorities.  
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 Clarity of organizational preferences by itself is no guarantee of better hiring decisions. 

In describing district practice before the recent state law that took right of teacher assignment off 

the bargaining table, a central office administrator explained that, under the old system, “open 

positions were subject to teacher bumping rights. We might have a meeting for 15 positions, and 

anyone with more seniority could bump in, purely at the teacher’s discretion, regardless of the fit 

for the school or the students. Between layoffs and other movement, it was just chaos; most 

important, it was not good for the kids. It made notions of instructional coherence meaningless.” 

He told of a sixth grade teacher who took a first grade position just so that she could remain in 

the same building. The district had clear organizational preferences in decisions regarding 

staffing – but those preferences were focused on employee needs, not student needs. 

Rule-Following 

 Ambiguity in organizational preferences makes it hard to determine which choice to 

make; it also makes it difficult to assess the success of that choice after the fact. If you are not 

sure if you made the right choice – that is, not only did you not make a bad choice, but also you 

did not fail to make a better choice – how do you evaluate your performance in decision making? 

Simon and March argued that when outcomes are ambiguous, when effective action is hard to 

identify, organizations and decision makers adopt a different perspective: not effective action, 

but appropriate action. Appropriate actions are based on previously established policies and 

practices that define appropriate behavior.  

 Descriptions of various aspects of rule-following were the most frequent type of 

comment coded in the interview data. Rules can be formal and official, as in union contracts; 

they can also be informal but widely understood as established practices. The outcome of a 

teacher hiring decision is hard to quantify; the process used in making it is less so. “You can do 
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everything right and still lose,” reflected a veteran principal. Doing everything right refers to 

appropriate behavior, to following established procedures – following the rules. Another 

principal observed that, of the eight teachers he had hired, “seven are or will be phenomenal 

teachers.” The one teacher about whom he had concerns was “the one who only had no 

experience,” an exception to his established practice of hiring candidates with previous teaching 

experience. In this particular example, the decision maker referred not to district policy regarding 

how to assess a candidate’s potential, but rather to his own decision-making heuristic. 

 Rule following in general has several virtues. First and foremost, it insures compliance 

with state and federal laws protecting the rights and safety of students and educators alike. 

Teachers must be licensed by the state, and they undergo fingerprinting and background checks. 

Union rules limit the number of students assigned to each teacher. Second, rule following 

provides efficiency. Instead of reinventing a process to solve a problem or make a decision, 

organizations can refer to pre-established policies and practices. In essence, rules are previously 

determined decisions: in situations such as this, do that. For example, a central office 

administrator explained how the district went about reassigning teachers to accommodate 

enrollment patterns. First, the district asked for volunteers; the district compensated the teacher 

for time spent moving classrooms, and provided logistical assistance in doing so. If no teacher 

volunteers, the district will still move someone, and will decide who will be moved.  “When we 

have to, we move teachers very humanely, with a process, and come to the right outcome.” Rule-

following can serve to protect relationships between groups within organizations. 

 Third, rule following provides consistency across units in organizations. This consistency 

provides the promise of quality control, at least in terms of the process used to make a decision. 

The elementary principals in a given district all followed the same basic process for hiring 
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teachers in their buildings: they got approval to post a position, posted it for an established 

number of days, reviewed the applications that arrived in response, established an interview 

team, selected final candidates, checked references, and recommended a top choice for the 

superintendent to take to the school board for approval. These basic rules were sometimes 

suspended, as will be demonstrated below, but even in such cases there were rules for when and 

how not to follow the rules. Rule-following allowed for consistency of practice between 

buildings in a district. 

 Finally, rule following provided the promise of consistency over time. Rules allowed 

decision makers to use the same process this year as they did in previous years. They also 

provided new decision makers with a framework to follow that reduced the time and attention 

required to accomplish the multiple steps involved in deciding whom to hire. Organizationally 

established practices also safeguarded against a new decision maker’s potential lack of individual 

capacity due to inexperience. “We have procedures, systems we can trust. There’s value in that,” 

commented one principal.  Of course, organizations can and do learn from experience, and these 

lessons can be institutionalized and disseminated through changes to established practices. 

 The interview data showed that there were rules and established practices for each aspect 

of the hiring process that districts used, from how long to post a position, to how many 

applicants would pass the initial screening; from how interview teams would be assembled, to 

how long interviews would last, what topics would be covered, and how teams would debrief the 

interviews. Districts each had their own rules on what else would be asked of candidates, and 

how the information gathered would be used to make a decision about which candidate to offer a 

position. Districts even had rules on what would happen if their first choice of candidates did not 
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accept their offer. Districts varied somewhat in the specifics of their established practices, but 

they all had them. 

 For example, each district assembled a review team to evaluate candidates. Each team 

included the building principal, at least one teacher from the same grade level in the building as 

the opening, and a central office administrator. Some districts included another building 

principal, or a teacher from another grade level, or a counselor, or even the school secretary. 

Teams sometimes included a special education or curriculum coordinator, as well as a 

representative of the teacher union. The practice, then, was to include a variety of people with 

particular sets of expertise, and with whom the eventual selection would be expected to interact. 

More important, perhaps, the practice emphasized that principals did not conduct the hiring 

process by themselves. “Principals don’t make individual hires,” affirmed a superintendent.  

 For the interviews, teams were given a set of questions that would be asked of each 

candidate; in some districts, team members would be assigned specific questions. Some districts 

used scoring rubrics; others did not. As mentioned earlier, some districts required principals to 

consider internal candidates first, and one district required the principal to hire a qualified 

internal candidate. In another district, candidates were ranked by scores, and internal candidates 

were given additional points for being current employees. 

  Districts varied in their rules concerning how much experience they were willing to 

recognize when hiring a teacher they wanted. “In this district, regardless of experience, all new 

teachers come in at Step 1,” explained one superintendent. One of his colleagues, on the other 

hand, had the option to recognize three to five years of experience, and had some discretion in 

how he did that.  
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 Some rules were contractual; other rules were practices that guide decisions but were 

sometimes suspended if the decision makers felt the situation warranted it. The pressure of 

limited time to make a decision was usually the precipitating factor. One superintendent 

described the recent hiring of a candidate who had served as an intern in the district.   

“We posted a position, interviewed internally and this intern; he was the clear choice, so 
we hurried an offer because I knew this person would be swooped up somewhere else; he 
is amazing with students and staff alike. We followed our procedures, did our due 
diligence, but shortened our typical procedure in order to meet an identified need of 
students and staff.”  
 

Another superintendent granted a request from a principal to extend an offer to a strong 

candidate without requiring a sample lesson. “[The candidate] was from a family I knew and a 

parent I had taught with, so I said it was OK to hire without a sample lesson.” This was a district 

leader who spoke unequivocally about the value of seeing candidates in action; it was also a 

situation of a late opening that needed to be filled in the final days before the start of the school 

year. 

 Not all rules work in the best interests of districts or their students. That same 

superintendent explained that when a county-run instructional program ended,  

“A state law from the 1970s required the districts in the ISD to put these teachers on the 
recall list; we had to offer 3 of these teachers positions, and had to recognize all of their 
experience (give them full steps). We interviewed 8 candidates for one position, and one 
of these recall teachers was ranked 8th on the list. We had to offer her the position. We 
considered a buy-out option, because she just did not seem the right fit. She is now in a 1-
year probationary period (not 2 as usual); we have set high expectations for this teacher, 
and have encouraged her to explore other opportunities. The other two teachers we had to 
offer positions wound up finding positions elsewhere. I have contacted our legislators and 
told them I am willing to testify if they would introduce bills to get rid of this law.” 

 

Evocation of Identity 

 When organizational preferences were ambiguous, decision makers sometimes called 

upon their organizational and even individual identities to guide their actions and decision. It 
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may have been the case that organizational preferences were not evoked strongly enough to 

supplant individual preferences. Sometimes these organizational and individual identities aligned 

with organizational preferences. “My principals have autonomy because they have earned it,” 

said one superintendent. 

 Teams were assembled because input was valued – up to a point. Several principals made 

it clear that decisions were made by them as the building administrator, not by the team. Several 

district superintendents spoke of actively encouraging principals to adopt the district’s 

perspective in evaluating and assigning candidates to particular openings, rather than the 

building perspective of what they would prefer. This was one reason why districts used teams in 

teacher hiring, particularly when a district had several similar openings. “We always have a 

central office administrator [at meetings to assign top candidates to specific buildings] to keep 

things balanced – I won’t say fair,” admitted a principal. 

 Even so, several comments across districts revealed instances in which the personal 

preferences of principals determined decisions. Sometimes these personal preferences aligned 

with district preferences. One principal said she looked for experience or expertise in working 

with English language learners, but this was because her student population was more 

international than that of other schools in the district. A different principal, on the other hand, 

said he paid attention to whether candidates delivered their applications in person, even when the 

instructions included information on where to mail them and to whose attention. To him this 

conveyed commitment and enthusiasm. “The teacher I wound up hiring? Hand-delivered his 

application.” 

 One principal explained how she brought her own building priorities to a district 

screening of candidates. “Because I knew of my building’s impending opening in April, I came 
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to the May screening meeting with that opening in mind,” she said. In this case, her preferences 

were aligned with district preferences in terms of what principals would look for in candidates. 

Another principal explained that “as a teacher, I always believed in handling discipline problems 

in the classroom, so I look for candidates who are strong in management, comfortable working 

with kids who struggle.” 

Counteracting Scarcity and Ambiguity 

 Scarcity of time, attention, information, and capacity, and ambiguity of organizational 

preferences were well represented in the descriptions of the decision-making processes used by 

districts to select teachers to fill open positons. This is what organizational theory and its 

conception of bounded rationality would predict to happen.  

 However, if decision makers spoke a lot about the challenges they face in hiring teachers, 

they also spoke a lot about some of the strategies they use to overcome those challenges. In fact, 

almost a third of the coded comments related to these strategies. As shown in Table 29 below, 

these strategies included allocating time and attention early in the process; gathering additional 

relevant information; and building capacity both in the organization and in individual decision 

makers.  

Table 29: Interview Comments Related to Compensation Strategies, by Type 

Comment Category Number of Comments Percentage of Total 
Comments 

Strategies to Compensate   
Allocating Time Early 16 2.3% 
Gathering Additional  
Relevant Information 

111 15.7% 

Building Individual or  
District Capacity 

89 12.6% 
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Allocating Time Early 

 Administrators in every district in the study tried to identify possible teacher openings as 

early as possible. Districts ran projections of student enrollments based on current enrollment 

and historical trends. They asked parents during spring parent-teacher conferences about plans 

for the coming year, or sent surveys home to parents of current students. They ran kindergarten 

roundups to identify families new to the district. They publicized their policies and available 

openings for families interested in schools of choice options. They analyzed their employment 

data, looking at the ages of teachers and their years of service. 

 One central office administrator spoke of the potential benefit of including a retirement 

notification incentive into the next bargaining contract. “If it helps two or three teachers to 

decide, we’ve avoided August 31 chaos, and it helps with our finances, too, because we aren’t 

paying substitutes.” All of these actions helped districts anticipate the potential demand for 

teacher hiring. 

 One district in the study allocated time early to assemble a potential supply of teachers as 

well. This district invited applicants to participate in prospective screening interviews before 

openings were even identified or posted. The elementary principals in this district worked 

together to identify and “pre-approve” a pool of approximately 30 candidates that they could call 

as soon as openings were approved to be filled.  Because there were several elementary schools 

in the district, the principals focused on the potential of each candidate to work well in any of 

their schools. As one principal explained, “These are very general interviews, not grade specific, 

and determine which of the candidates are acceptable to all four elementary principals – that we 

all agree we would be happy with this teacher – knowing that teachers who enter the district may 

start at one school but move to another school in the district.”  
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 These early candidates were ranked 1, 2, or 3. A ranking of 1 indicated that a principal 

would definitely want that candidate in the pool; a 2 indicated that the principal was willing to 

have a candidate in the pool if another principal wanted him or her; a ranking of 3 indicated that 

a principal would not want to consider this candidate, and essentially served as a veto vote for 

that candidate, who was then eliminated from the pool. Thus, the candidates who wound up in 

the final pool were all rated 1 or 2 by all of the elementary principals in the district. This early 

allocation of time by the district allowed principals to act quickly when openings were identified. 

It also provided some consistency across the district, because all of the elementary principals 

participated, making later transfers between schools less anxious for both teachers and principals. 

One administrator noted that late hiring “is always going to happen, but the disruption is greatly 

mitigated through our process.” 

Gathering Additional Relevant Information 

 A significant portion of the interview comments referred to ways in which decision 

makers attempted to overcome scarcity of relevant information on the teacher candidates under 

consideration. The most ambitious of these strategies was the elaborate process recently 

established by one of the districts in the study. This process involved having multiple candidates 

participate at once, rotating them through three performance stations. Candidate involvement 

lasted two hours, more than twice as long as typical interviews. The stations included an 

interview, a data analysis simulation, and the presentation of a lesson plan or teacher workshop. 

Candidates had already submitted writing samples during the application process. Each station 

had a team of reviewers, including principals, teachers, and central office administrators. The 

data simulation station had candidates work with each other to review a set of data and make 

recommendations on instructional strategies based on what they saw in the data. Reviewers were 
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able to evaluate both data and teamwork skills. The questions posed during the interview were 

aligned both with the posting description and with the evaluation tools that would eventually be 

used to rate the performance of whomever was eventually hired. The sample lesson station had 

candidates explain lessons they had prepared beforehand. The current format of the process made 

it difficult to arrange for live classrooms that would allow candidates to teach sample lessons, but 

the central office administrator in charge of HR indicated that using students in the process was a 

priority for him in future hires. After the candidates were excused, the station teams came 

together to review each candidate’s performance. 

 Other sources of relevant information focused on gathering additional information about 

past performance. This meant that, for almost all of the decision makers interviewed, 

experienced teachers had an advantage over recent graduates. District administrators were split 

over the value of an internship in evaluating teacher candidates. Each of the districts had 

relationships with several teacher preparation programs in the region, which allowed them to 

place dozens of elementary teacher interns in their districts each year.  

 Each district had its reasons for accepting interns, and only one said the relationship 

served as a significant source of likely teacher hires. In part, this was because only one of the 

teacher preparation programs placed interns for most of the school year as a fifth year of the 

student’s preparation for teaching. “We’ll take any teacher we can get from them,” said the 

superintendent from that district. The other districts referred to a professional obligation to host 

interns. “We develop a lot of our own curriculum materials, and [programs] like that,” explained 

one superintendent. “Actually, we don’t hire a lot of interns – surprising, really,” he added. “the 

teachers we have coming in have three to ten years of experience; we hire very few fresh out of 
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college.” His colleague in another district reported that “this is something we do for the 

profession. Interns get a fabulous experience here working with our teachers.” 

 Experience served as additional information about candidates in two important ways. 

First, experienced teachers had already passed through another district’s hiring process, and so 

had already been vetted by someone else. According to one superintendent, “[one year] we 

wound up hiring four kindergarten teachers. We decided to take the top candidates with lots of 

experience over other candidates. The union was upset because we were ‘paying lots of money to 

teachers who don’t even work here,’ but I told them I wanted the best teachers for our kids. We 

worked it out with the union.” 

 Second, these candidates had track records that could be checked. “As superintendent, I 

believe the best predictor of success is previous, successful experience.” Another district leader 

indicated that “when hiring, we look for folks with experience in the use of assessments and data, 

curricular development experience, people who have been in positions to make decisions.” These 

criteria put interns and recent graduates at a disadvantage. 

 Decision makers in every district spoke of the importance of contacting references to 

gather additional information about candidates. “The best source of information about a 

candidate?” asked one principal rhetorically. “Reference checks through our network to get 

honest answers.” This typically included talking to the principal of the building a candidate was 

coming from. Another principal counted contacting the references for three candidates, usually 

the mentor teachers; she recalled hearing “one of the most glowing references she has ever 

heard” for the eventual choice. This principal was quite pleased with her new hire, and noted 

with interest that she was the candidate with the least elementary experience.  One district’s 

practice was to collect from the interview teams a set of “I wonder” questions that principals 
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could then use to frame their conversations with references. Several administrators mentioned 

the value of calling their own contacts in addition to the references provided by the candidate. “I 

can use my network of colleagues to check up on them; I can call and get an honest answer.” 

 The importance of seeing candidates in action was stressed in some but not all districts.  

“Last year we had a 6th grade social studies position,” recalled one principal. “We had two 

candidates, one of whom really talked the talk, while the other lacked some depth. But when they 

taught the lesson, the second one had the kids on the edge of their seats, really engaged; the first 

one didn’t engage the kids. That’s the power of the lesson.” A central office administrator 

insisted that “we are always trying to ascertain a teacher’s effectiveness by having them teach a 

class, or doing field observations on them in their district.” When invited to propose any change 

to his district’s hiring process that would lead to better results, one principal volunteered that “I 

would [go] watch teachers in action, shop the market and invite teachers to consider us. I would 

tell them, ‘You would fit into our district, here’s the kind of support you could expect if you 

came.’ I know that would be hurting other kids in other districts to do that, but that’s what I 

would like to do.”  

 An administrator in the district that now has candidates prepare a lesson plan said that 

“I’d love to be able to include kids in the process; have candidates actually teach to students. 

And we plan to do this next summer. You can fake a lot in an interview; you can talk a good 

game and do the homework to prepare for an interview. It’s harder to fake it in front of kids – 

that’s tough to do with kids.”  

 Hiring during the summer months can make it difficult to provide the appropriate context 

for a sample lesson. Nonetheless, one principal related her success in doing just that. She sent an 

email message to parents in her school, inviting their students to be a part in the selection of a 
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new teacher for the school. “I think it’s the most important part of the interview, to see them in 

front of kids,” she said. “People can talk the talk, but it’s really hard to fake teaching. It’s an 

‘authentic interview’ – it’s very hard to fake teaching if you can’t do it,” explained the principal. 

“You can tell so much by watching them teach.” A principal in a different district observed that 

“not putting the candidates in front of a live classroom is a potential weakness in the process” 

used by her district. 

Building Capacity 

 Even as they acknowledged limits to the district’s capacity to maximize teacher hiring 

decisions, administrators described ways in which the practices they had developed helped build 

capacity to do better. Making teacher hiring a district-level process rather than a building-level 

process represented a large step toward building capacity across roles. “I like having all four 

principals in the process because they bring different lenses and perspectives. One is strong with 

data, another with management, another with instruction,” said one superintendent. “We are 

always conscious of thinking about the bigger picture, teachers who fit not just the grade and 

school but the larger district as well,” offered another superintendent. “These teachers could 

wind up in other buildings.”  

 Additionally, making teacher hiring a district-level activity gives more people practice in 

the selection process. A particular school principal may not have hired a new teacher for her 

building for a few years, but she may still have participated in one or more hires during that time. 

Besides the repetition of practice, such cross-building activities may help establish greater clarity 

of district preferences; it may also reinforce the organizational identities of those involved. 

 Districts built capacity through teamwork and mentoring. They also outsourced a chunk 

of the teacher hiring process by joining the county consortium for online applications. Not all 
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districts used it, and not all decision makers in districts that did liked using it. Still, the online 

application system had the advantage of relieving district staff of some basic tasks. It provided 

cloud-based access to applications, saving on paperwork. It also potentially broadened the 

candidate pool by making it easy for candidates to find opportunities and apply to several 

districts at once. Another district hired a consultant to help it revise its hiring process. A 

superintendent in a third district expressed a desire to get training for his principals on how to 

use the AppliTrack system more effectively. “We probably are not taking advantage of all it can 

do,” he admitted. 
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CHAPTER 7 

DISCUSSION 

 
 This study of district teacher hiring practices grew out of a set of assertions and 

assumptions. The assertions were that teachers matter, that therefore teacher hiring matters, and 

that little research to date has focused on how districts hire teachers. The studies cited in the 

introduction and literature review support these assertions. Another assertion this study made 

was that an appropriate unit of analysis for a study of teacher hiring is the district as an 

organization. Individual administrators play important roles in the decision-making process, but 

ultimately teacher hiring is a collective effort – that is, it is an organizational decision. Districts 

may delegate aspects of this task differently, but delegation is itself an organizational decision. 

The assumptions underlying this study were that districts generally do the best they can, that 

circumstances affect what that best may be, and that districts control some of those 

circumstances and not others. These assumptions were tested and borne out by the data. 

 These assertions and assumptions also make organizational theory a suitable conceptual 

framework, particularly the concept of bounded rationality in organizational decision making. 

Rational choice theory explains how decisions are made under ideal circumstances: a problem 

presents itself; alternative solutions are sought out and their consequences projected; the 

alternatives and consequences are compared to a set of desired outcomes, and the alternative that 

aligns best with these preferences is selected. When all of these conditions are met, a choice is 

said to be maximized. In theory, all alternatives are identified and consequences considered, and 

clear outcomes or preferences are available to guide selection.  

 In practice, rational choice conditions are rarely attained. Not all alternatives can be 

identified, nor their consequences determined beforehand. In the case of teacher hiring, districts 
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have neither the time nor the capacity to identify all potential candidates for a particular position. 

More important, they have no reliable way of determining the potential consequences of hiring 

any particular candidate; no clear indicator of teacher quality has yet been discovered. Human 

resource experts maintain that the best predictor of future success in a position is current and 

previous success in the same or similar position (Rose, English, & Finney, 2014). Districts 

attempt to assess current success through sample teaching, and previous success through 

reference checks. In most cases, the most these attempts can do is to help districts avoid selecting 

weaker or inappropriate candidates. Although one principal described the sample lesson as an 

“authentic interview,” few would argue that sample lessons are more than crude approximations 

of actual practice. Reference checks have the potential for providing an assessment of work over 

a larger sample of work, but they also introduce the issue of indirect evidence, in that they 

depend upon the opinion of the person serving as reference.   

 Compounding the challenges of valid, reliable information about alternatives is that the 

desired outcomes or preferences are often obscure, either because they are incompletely 

expressed or understood, or because multiple desired outcomes present contradictory guidance in 

selection. Thus, while decision makers in organizations are intendedly rational, they are limited 

in their efforts to maximize choice. They are bounded by scarcity of resources and ambiguity of 

preferences. The resource limits include the amount of time available to start and complete the 

search process, and the amount of attention various actors can devote to the process during that 

time. Part of the search process includes gathering information about the alternatives identified 

and their potential consequences, but this information can be insufficient or irrelevant to the 

matching of an alternative to the desired outcomes, and those outcomes may be ambiguous. 

Finally, a decision maker may be limited in his or her capacity to assess alternatives and their 
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alignment with organizational preferences, whether because of lack of skill or experience, or the 

organization may lack the capacity to support the decision maker in the process or a particular 

decision as an outcome. 

 A major goal of this study was to illuminate the decision-making processes districts used 

to fill vacant positions, and the challenges decision makers faced in filling them. There were 

variations to these processes across districts, but also much congruence. The hiring process 

began when an opening was identified. Applications were solicited and screened; a candidate 

pool was selected; a review team was assembled, met with candidates and provided input; 

references were called; a preferred candidate was selected and offered the position. If that 

candidate was unavailable, a second choice was pursued or the process was reopened. One 

district identified a candidate pool before openings were identified. Another district reviewed 

multiple candidates at once, rotating them through three stations, including one at which they 

worked together on a data analysis scenario. Some districts arranged for sample teaching in 

classrooms with students; others had candidates explain a lesson plan or other work product. 

 The data collected from district administrators responsible for teacher hiring decisions 

supported the applicability of bounded rationality as a theoretical construct for making sense of 

how districts make decisions about teacher hiring. Administrators had important decisions to 

make under difficult circumstances. Scarcity of time, attention, information, and capacity led to 

satisficing behavior, in which decision makers evaluated alternative choices sequentially until a 

candidate was identified who surpassed a set of threshold criteria, after which the search was 

ended and a decision was made. The search for the ideal candidate was superseded by the search 

for a suitable candidate. This is not to say that the candidate was a poor choice or that the 

threshold criteria were low – just that the clearest organizational preference was for an 
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acceptable teacher ready to face a classroom of students on the first day of school. Scarcity of 

organizational resources led to the search for good enough; with scores or hundreds of 

elementary teacher candidates to choose from, occasionally excellent or even exceptional could 

be discovered. 

 If the first day of school represents an important deadline in the teacher hiring process in 

an absolute sense, there is an earlier, relative deadline that affects the hiring process as well. 

Teacher hires almost always come from pools of teacher candidates, and pools dry up as the 

hiring season progresses. Liu and Johnson documented how delays in the hiring practices of 

urban districts could cost them better candidates. These candidates were interested in working in 

urban districts. They were even more interested in working, period; many felt compelled to take 

offers from other districts for lack of decision making capacity on the part of the urban districts. 

This pressure to take advantage of a hiring opportunity effectively moves up a district’s hiring 

deadline to as soon as possible. All of the districts in the case studies practiced simultaneous 

postings – that is, opening the position to internal and external candidates at the same time. All 

of the districts gave preference to some degree to internal candidates. In most districts, the right 

for a current teacher to take an opening at another grade or in another building was part of the 

union’s contract with the district; the district had bargained away to the union its right to assign 

teachers to specific positions. In 2013, state law narrowed the list of negotiable items to salary 

schedule and aspects of the school calendar. Still, administrators in three of the districts indicated 

that internal candidates who were properly certified for the position were given the position; a 

third district required that the internal candidate be interviewed, but did not require a building 

principal to accept the transfer. The fifth district did not require the principal to include the 

current teacher in the candidate pool. 
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 Simultaneous postings illustrate the time constraint districts face in searching for 

candidates. One principal interviewed had a “bubble” opening: a need for an extra teacher at one 

grade to accommodate an enrollment bubble moving up through the grades in her school. The 

internal posting was a formality – “What established teacher in the district would want to take a 

bubble position?” she explained. A simultaneous posting allowed her to start searching for 

candidates without waiting for the meaningless internal posting to close. Even so, district rules 

required her to wait until the external posting closed before offering the position to her preferred 

candidate; in the meantime, another principal in her district whose position posting closed the 

day before hers offered the same candidate a position at the other school. “These things happen 

very quickly,” the principal told me. 

 Thus, the window of opportunity for decision makers is constrained by time, the number 

of days between the time a position is identified and the time a decision needs to be made on 

who should fill it. But time – or rather, timing – constrains the decision-making window another 

way as well. Teacher hiring is in many respects a seasonal activity, the opening day deadline 

notwithstanding. The challenge, however, is that when the season starts varies widely. All of the 

district administrators spoke of beginning the hiring process in the spring, sometime between 

April and June; and yet representatives from each of the districts also recounted instances of 

candidate searches in the late summer and even around or after the beginning of school. Two 

main reasons caused this variation in when openings surfaced: teacher departures or 

unanticipated student appearances.  

 Most districts started looking at staffing needs as many as six months before the start of a 

school year. They polled staff about their plans for the coming year; they held kindergarten 

roundups, talked to parents during parent teacher conferences, held open enrollments for schools 



 110 

of choice entries. These activities highlighted two unknown variables that affected decisions 

about teacher hiring: the intentions of existing staff to return in the fall, and the number of 

students to anticipate serving.  

 All of the districts in the case studies asked staff members to inform them by a certain 

date if they planned not to return for the following year. A few of the districts offered a small 

financial incentive to teachers who made their plans known in advance. Teachers belonged to a 

statewide retirement system that required them to submit retirement paperwork six months 

before they started to receive retirement checks. Still, a teacher considering retirement (i.e., a 

tenured teacher) had to weigh that against a guaranteed salary and benefits. Unstable economic 

times were advanced as one reason why long-anticipated teacher shortages had yet to arrive. 

 Planned retirements were only one way that teacher openings appeared. Personal and 

family reasons could be less predictable. Spouses may want or need to relocate for work reasons; 

a teacher’s health or that of a family member can change unexpectedly, requiring an 

unanticipated change of plans. Two district leaders reported that some staff waited until the 

beginning of the school year to announce their retirements: “Some just do it for spite,” one 

superintendent reported. Said another, “Hiring season is March-April – or July-August, 

whenever teachers inform us.” Both admitted that they did not blame teachers for not informing 

districts early. 

 Beside these unknowns surrounding teacher supply, the districts faced regular uncertainty 

about teacher demand – how many students they would see by the first official student count in 

the fall. Some staffing needs could be anticipated: a large kindergarten cohort this year presaged 

the need for first grade capacity next year, adjusted for historical and anticipated student attrition 

rates. Several district decision makers, however, reported continued enrollments over the 
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summer – and even during the first days of the new school year – that led to the need for staff 

adjustments. Districts varied in the language in their labor contracts about class size and what 

happened when it was exceeded. If a district needed to hire a new teacher, the time line to 

accomplish that was very short. “We need to see butts in seats before hiring,” admitted one 

superintendent. 

 Both time and timing could be a limiting factor in teacher hiring decisions. When the 

hiring process took place before the end of the school year, more people were potentially 

available to participate in the selection process. On the other hand, the end of the school year was 

a busy time for school employees; tasks related to teacher selection competed with other pressing 

demands upon the time of those who would participate. Decisions made over the summer could 

change the dynamic of the hiring process, with some people not easily available or willing to 

participate.  

 Whether spring or summer, there were other time constraints facing decision makers. 

Other districts were also potentially trying to fill teacher openings; candidates, for their part, 

were trying to secure the best possible opening for them. Therefore, teacher openings were 

usually posted for short periods of time, from three to ten business days. Teacher hiring, from the 

perspective of the district, was a process. Postings went up; applications came in; postings 

closed; applications were screened; candidate pools were identified; candidates were contacted; 

arrangements were made to evaluate candidates, usually through interviews but sometimes with 

performance tasks as well; candidate pools were narrowed, sometimes with second interviews or 

reference checks; candidates were selected and offered positions, contingent on background 

checks; district boards of education approved contracts. Each step took a finite amount of time. 

All the while, both districts and candidates strove to conclude a matching as quickly as possible. 
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From the district’s perspective, the pool of candidates only shrank from the top during a brief 

season. 

 One of the essential features of the context of teacher hiring was that it was urgent, 

episodic work. Even in districts with human resources capacity, most of the information and 

expertise required for effective hiring resided in decision makers whose primary responsibilities 

were constant distractions from the important but momentary work of teacher hiring. Principals 

were central players in these decisions, yet the principals in the interviews admitted that teacher 

hiring represented a “rare opportunity” to build instructional capacity in their buildings. Most of 

the experienced principals and superintendents were able to count precisely the number of 

teachers they had hired in their buildings and districts. Granted, the principals were not counting 

their participation in the screening of candidates in other buildings, so their opportunities to 

influence the instructional capacity of their districts were wider than just those in their own 

buildings. Still, two full weeks of attention to a hiring decision represented 10 days out of a 

principal’s 200-day work year; this would mean that, literally, at least 95 percent of her time and 

attention was devoted to other important concerns.  

 The hiring process coincided with what decision makers described as particularly busy 

times of the school year, although few of their comments suggested better times for it to happen. 

Moreover, the timing of hiring decisions depended on the timing of other important factors, from 

the state funding cycle to student enrollment cycles. The commitment, or at least desire, to begin 

the school year with a permanent teacher to greet a classroom of students on the first day of the 

school year was one of the few constants in this cycle of cycles. The fact that much teacher 

hiring took place during the summer avoided some of the conflicts, but also meant that hiring 

then competed with summer vacations, limiting the available capacity to convene selection teams 
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or have candidates perform teaching simulations in actual classrooms of students. Scarcity of 

information resulted in two districts using short screening phone interviews with some 

candidates to determine if full in person interviews were warranted. “You can tell in 15 or 20 

minutes if you want to spend more time with a candidate,” reported one decision maker. This 

was almost a classic instance of satisficing behavior: did this candidate have enough to offer – 

did he or she surpass a threshold of interest – to pursue further? Such a question demonstrates the 

value of satisficing behavior: it allows decision makers to make use of limited amounts of time, 

attention, and information to reduce the number of possible options, allowing them to focus more 

time and attention on the remaining options. 

 Scarcity was not the only challenge facing district decision makers. Other than “teacher-

no teacher” on the first day of school, decision makers typically lacked a clear organizational 

preference with which to measure candidates, either because the preferences were multiple or  

ill-defined, or because the indicator or indicators of a particular preference were not available in 

the information decision makers had during the choice process. In the face of an uncertain 

outcome of a decision – was this the right candidate to select? – appropriate behavior in the form 

of rule-following often guided administrator actions – did we follow an appropriate, defensible 

process in selecting this candidate? Thus, districts advertised the position for a set number of 

days; screened out all but a set number of candidates for initial consideration, then a smaller set 

for further consideration.  

 Districts assembled review teams with representative perspectives, and collected further 

information in the form of interviews and reference checks. Some districts asked candidates for a 

demonstration of knowledge or skills. Final recommendations were made to the superintendent 

to take to the school boards for official action. Interestingly, two superintendents described 
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situations in which rule following and appropriate actions were held in abeyance. In both cases, 

the choice of candidate was obvious and compelling to a decision maker, and the need to commit 

to the decision immediately was urgent, lest the candidate become unavailable. In most 

situations, however, the alignment of choice of candidate with organizational preferences was 

hazy enough that districts and decision makers followed the rules they had largely set for 

themselves through precedent.  

 Following an established set of practices assured consistency across the district and over 

time; rule-following saved decision makers the time and effort of reinventing procedures in 

different parts of the organization or from year to year. Comments from several administrators 

supported the notion that rules built capacity into the system so that decision makers with less 

experience or expertise could learn from previous decisions that had been codified into rules, 

whether formal policies or informal precedent of previous practice. In March’s words (1994), 

rule following allows decision makers to “embrace the intelligence captured by accumulated 

experience represented in rules” (p. 221). 

 The causes and effects of bounded rationality described by March and Simon largely 

explain the descriptions of district teacher hiring practices gathered from the decision makers in 

the five case study districts. Scarcity of resources – of time, attention, information, and capacity 

– frequently prevented decision makers from maximizing their teacher hiring choices. As a 

result, decision makers often satisficed, searching for and evaluating options until identifying a 

candidate who surpassed a threshold of acceptability, at which point the search ended and a 

decision was made to offer the position to that candidate. Note that the threshold did not need to 

be minimal; rather, rational choice theory and its goal of maximizing choice were unrealistic. 

One principal reported that “I’ve hired some real rock stars” as teachers. Implicit in her 
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statement, however, was that not all of her hires had been rock stars. Nor did this inference 

suggest that this principal sometimes settled for less than the best she could find. Rather it drove 

home the uncertainty, even the impossibility, of assessing all possible outcomes of any choice 

option. Her past choices were all “good enough” to justify ending the search process; the rock 

stars simply exceeded expectations. This principal went on to acknowledge, “Sometimes, it’s 

luck.” 

 If administrator descriptions of district hiring practices validated the notion of bounded 

rationality developed and expressed by March and Simon, they also provided support for an 

extension of the concept that March and Simon did not address. This extension takes into 

account the various strategies that decision makers used to mitigate the challenges of scarcity and 

ambiguity. March and Simon focused on the limits that bounded rationality impose upon 

decision makers, and the subsequent responses of satisficing and rule-following.  

 The descriptions offered in this study suggest another aspect of bounded rationality that 

would enrich the concept if developed, that of organizational responses to scarcity and 

ambiguity. Figure 4 depicts an enhanced conceptual map containing this aspect. Recognizing the 

scarcities of time and attention, district administrators described ways that they strove to allocate 

time and attention early in the search process, most notably in one district by assembling a pre-

qualified candidate pool before vacant positions were even identified, or in every district by 

collecting information from parents and staff in an attempt to estimate potential hiring needs in 

anticipation of the hiring cycle. They worked to assemble additional relevant information about 

candidates, sometimes through performance tasks, or through their own network of colleagues 

who had additional insight into a candidate’s qualifications or experience. Districts worked to 

build capacity into the organization generally, and in individual decision makers specifically, by 
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establishing cross-district teams to participate in the screening and selection process. These 

teams and processes promoted clearer organizational preferences and provided additional 

practice in what can be for individual decision makers an episodic responsibility. 

Figure 4: The Components of Bounded Rationality and District Responses 
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is compromised by “ambiguity regarding the characteristics that comprise an effective teacher” 

(p. 49). Ingle, Rutledge, and Bishop ((2011) found an emphasis on person-job (P-J) fit in 

elementary principals in a large Florida school district. Administrators in my study spoke 

consistently about encouraging principals to take a wider, district perspective (P-O fit), 

suggesting that P-J fit was the inclination of principals in the five midsized districts in my study. 

However, districts were consistent in having principals participate cross-district in the hiring 

process as a way to build capacity and instill a P-O perspective. 

 Overall, these studies considered the district to be the context in which these autonomous 

actors function, rather than the actors being a part of the context themselves. Admittedly, as 

Ingle, Rutledge, and Bishop (2011) pointed out, districts can pose challenges to individual 

decision makers, particularly in the structure of rules in which principals are required to act. 

Perhaps this is a function of the size of the district: these other studies were conducted in fairly 

large districts, as was the Liu and Johnson study of urban district hiring practices.  

 These previous studies are important contributions to our collective understanding of 

teacher hiring practices. On the other hand, they describe practices in larger urban districts. The 

current study sheds light largely on the middle third of the educational system – not the large 

urban districts, nor the small rural districts. Also, it presents a description of teacher hiring at its 

best, in the sense that, by focusing on general education elementary teaching positions in a well-

populated area, the issue of teacher supply was removed from the equation. When districts are 

not faced with a shortage of teacher candidates – under the best of conditions – what does 

teacher hiring look like? 
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Further Research 

 This study begins a potentially fruitful line of research on teacher hiring practices that 

uses the concept of bounded rationality from organizational theory as the conceptual framework 

to explore how decision makers act under conditions of scarcity and ambiguity. The sample size 

for the qualitative data was small, and the degree to which the practices of these districts was 

representative of other districts like them, or of districts generally, was untested, although the 

analysis of elementary teacher numbers suggests they were not unusual. Surveying a 

representative sample of districts regarding the key findings of this study, and regarding both the 

challenges districts face and the strategies they adopt to mitigate challenges, would provide data 

that could confirm, clarify, or complicate the depiction of decision making in districts regarding 

teacher hiring.  

 The data regarding the demographic and professional preparation characteristics of 

elementary teachers and their teaching assignments raise several questions about the larger 

context in which teacher hiring takes place, including teacher mobility and attrition. The total 

number of elementary teachers employed by districts declined substantially statewide, although 

less so in the five districts where interviews were conducted. When large city districts declined in 

size, which teachers left? Where did they go? The number of new hires, both in individual 

districts and statewide, fluctuated erratically between 2004 and 2015. What role did state 

funding, or teacher contracts, play in the variation? Were new hires replacing retirees, or other 

recently hired teachers? 

Implications for Practitioners   

 The notion that state and federal accountability policies would provide incentives to hire 

teachers with particular demographic and preparation characteristics, or to assign them to 
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particular roles in schools as reading and math specialists, was neither supported nor disproven 

by the data. Administrators in three districts specifically mentioned efforts to close achievement 

gaps between high-achieving and low-achieving students, but in only one district was this 

explicitly connected to teacher hiring. The superintendent in a fourth district mentioned the 

slowly changing demographics of his community as his incentive to seek out diversity, but as the 

superintendent in another district put it, this was more about “doing the right thing” for all 

students than a reaction to accountability incentives.  

 This struggle with diversity pointed to a global type of satisficing across all of the 

districts: not which teacher would be ideal for our kids, but which white teacher do we choose? 

Which of the currently available candidates who have presented themselves for consideration do 

we select? This pragmatic question essentially limited the search to the easy and quick, and to 

those possible solutions which presented themselves. March helped develop the garbage can 

model of decision making (1952), in which the physical and temporal proximity of problems 

(teacher openings) and solutions (teacher candidates) get matched up by whoever happens to be 

paying attention at the time. 

 There are, moreover, competing explanations for the lack of policy effect seen in the 

data. Districts may have pursued strategies other than hiring to respond to student performance, 

such as professional development for existing staff, new curricular materials or instructional 

approaches, or changes in student groupings. Districts may have identified characteristics in 

teacher candidates, unrelated to demographics or subject matter preparation, which they felt 

responded to the need to improve performance in student subgroups. Several administrators 

referred to affective qualities as characteristics they were looking for, such as commitment or 

empathy, or to experience working with at-risk students. 
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 In actuality, district administrators reported that they wanted to hire teachers who would 

bring diversity to their staffs, but that they could not find candidates who met their threshold 

criteria and were also teachers of color, or male, or possessing advanced training in reading or 

mathematics intervention. One principal recalled pleading with one of her teacher preparation 

contacts, “Please send me high quality, plus diversity.” In a study that attempted to control for 

teacher supply in investigating decision-making practices, the lack of supply of teachers of color 

was reported to be a significant factor beyond the control of the districts. 

Larger Lessons 

 For the past 12 years – an entire “generation” of students from a schooling perspective –  

public school districts have faced significant pressure to meet accountability measures set by 

state and federal policy makers. The data presented in this study provide strong evidence that, for 

the most part, districts have been unmoved by this pressure, at least as measured by the trends in 

teacher characteristics investigated, analyzed, and reported here. It is tempting to conclude that, 

as policy levers, high-stakes testing and measures of adequate yearly progress have been 

remarkably ineffective.  

 This investigation of district teacher hiring practices begins and ends with the premise 

that districts choose who works for them. Choice in this study had three meanings. First, districts 

chose teachers in the sense that teachers were not assigned to schools by a central government, as 

happens in some other nations. Districts had a say in who would represent them in the classroom. 

Second, districts chose teachers in the sense that they had both the opportunity and the need to 

select from among alternatives. They had the opportunity to choose because they received scores 

of applications for a single opening. At the same time, districts had the need to choose, because 
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starting the school year with a classroom of students without a permanent teacher assigned to it 

was considered an undesirable option. 

 This dual condition of opportunity and need is an important feature of decision making in 

districts as organizations. As described earlier, teacher hiring is an opportunity for districts to 

build instructional capacity (Odden, 2014), perhaps a greater opportunity than typically provided 

by the professional development efforts of districts expended to build capacity in existing staff 

(TNTP, 2015). The opportunity represented by a hiring decision has significant stakes, in that 

choosing well can have real effects on students (Hanushek, 2011; Sanders & Rivers, 1996) and 

fellow staff members (Sun, Loeb, & Grissom, 2015), while choosing poorly can have a 

detrimental effect on students (Chetty, Friedman, & Rockoff, 2011), organizational culture, and 

the district budget (Odden, 2014). Because of teacher tenure laws, teacher hiring is potentially a 

decades-long commitment.  

 The need to choose underscores the potential impact of scarcity and ambiguity described 

in organizational theory that gives rise to bounded rationality as a fact of life in organizations. 

Scarcity and ambiguity challenge districts to make sound decisions under demanding conditions. 

Districts have a limited amount of time between the identification of a teaching opening and the 

date by which it should be filled; they have a limited number of alternatives, even when that 

number is larger than they have the time and talent to consider; they have limited attention and 

organizational capacity on the part of district leaders responsible for engaging in the decision- 

making process. A teaching opening presents opportunities to reevaluate existing staff capacity 

and preferences, district and building priorities, and school improvement and professional 

development plans (Odden, 2011; Rose, English, & Finney, 2014), but little time in which to do 
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so. Little wonder, then, that districts respond to scarcity and ambiguity with satisficing and rule-

following behaviors. 

 The third meaning of choice acknowledges the autonomy of the candidates in the teacher 

hiring process. Candidates choose where to apply for teaching positions. For most of them, there 

is scarcity of opportunity in that there are many more applicants than openings. Even so, some 

candidates may get multiple offers. This can mean that districts may not get their first choice of 

candidates, prolonging the decision-making process for districts. Perhaps more important, 

relatively few teachers of color chose to apply to the five districts. “I don’t blame them,” 

admitted a superintendent in one district who was echoed by administrators in another district. 

“This community does not have a lot to offer them.” 

 Still, there is much that districts can choose. Recent legislation removed the right of 

teacher assignment from the list of allowable bargaining conditions, meaning district 

administrators are no longer prevented by labor contracts from making these fundamental 

decisions about how best to staff classrooms. Decision makers in one district reported that this 

made a big difference in how they thought about teacher hiring. Administrators in two other 

districts reported that the law had little effect in their practices, one indicating that the district 

had never bargained away the right to assign teachers. One district chose to give up control over 

teaching assignments, the other did not. The superintendent in one district voiced his desire to 

adopt the early candidate pool strategy, something his district can choose to do if it chooses. 

Districts can choose to review their hiring practices, keep what works for them, and change what 

does not. More important, districts can choose to clarify organizational preferences and align 

them with hiring and even evaluation practices. One district in the study has recently done 

exactly this, and it will be exciting to follow the results. 
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