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EMPLOYMENT TERMINATION & POSITION ABOLISHMENT
IN UNCERTAIN TIMES

|
Introduction

The threat of termination is one of the most emotional and disturbing
employment events encountered by our members. It may occur regardless
of, or even in spite of, the member’s exemplary work performance history.
Unfortunately, regardless of tenure or other job protected status, no one is
immune to termination. While a member’s first defense is always direct and
personal SAANYS legal assistance, this booklet is designed to describe
generally the legal processes involved in termination and layoffs and
members’ related legal rights. Because each situation is unique, however,
legal advice appropriate in any particular instance is beyond the scope of
this booklet. Therefore, please consult a SAANYS attorney should you be
fired or face job elimination. In addition, as resignation irrevocably severs
many legal rights, never resign from a position under duress absent prior
discussion with a SAANYS attorney. Often, careful legal analysis and
advocacy either reveals resignation is unnecessary or results in a more
favorable negotiated settlement.

School districts and BOCES may pursue employee termination either
for disciplinary reasons or for budgetary or programmatic reasons. The
applicable legal provisions and responsive strategies governing either
basis of involuntary employment termination depend on the position’s
legal category and the employee’s legal appointment status. For nearly
all SAANYS members, the position category is either: (1) a position
requiring professional certification or licensure or (2) a position requiring
appointment from a civil service list. In general, the legal appointment
status for individuals whose positions require certification is either
probationary or tenured; for civil service appointees, generally it is
provisional, probationary, temporary, or permanent.

For certificated employees, an additional caveat may be helpful. Although
certificated individuals generally are not referred to as civil service
employees, in fact, as public employees they are subject to the civil service
merit system. However, Civil Service Law §35(g), consistent with the
constitutional merit and fitness mandate, provides for the certification
process to establish competence for education professionals. The civil
service category for which this method is available is known as the
unclassified service. Thus, administrators and supervisors, as well as
teachers, are civil service employees whose positions have been placed

in the unclassified service category. As such and by law, rules for their



appointment and status are governed by New York Education Law and

the implementing regulations of the commissioner of education. As these
unclassified employees qualify for their positions by achieving professional
certification, they are generally known as “certificated” staff.

All other school district and BOCES employees are placed in the broad
civil service category known as the classified service, which is divided into
four subcategories. SAANYS members generally are in the competitive
class subcategory, the permanent appointment to which requires
qualification by civil service assessment or test. These employees are
known generally as “civil service” staff.

For both certificated and civil service staff, the legal rights and processes
for disciplinary and for budgetary or programmatic termination vary
depending on whether the employee has achieved permanent status. Such
status must be preceded by a probationary period, during which time
minimal rights and processes apply. For certificated staff, permanent status
is known as tenure. For civil service competitive staff, permanent status

is known, appropriately, as permanent. Obviously, neither tenure nor
permanent civil service status precludes termination either for disciplinary
or for budgetary or programmatic reasons. However, termination of tenured
or permanent staff for any reason is governed by extensive statutory and
regulatory provisions.

In addition to these statutory and regulatory protections, collective
bargaining agreements and individual employment contracts may provide
additional rights and processes for termination proceedings. Because any
such rights are contractual, they exist only when the parties have negotiated
and agreed to them, and generally only when they have been agreed to and
implemented prior to the particular termination proceeding.

The following sections describe the principle aspects of the termination
processes and the related employee rights. The sections are organized

by position categories and by appointment status. For convenience of
reference, SAANYS members are referred to as “administrators” regardless
of their actual titles, such as supervisor, director, specialist, or technician.
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Certified, Tenured Administrators

Employment security rights of tenured staff are tied inextricably to tenure.
Unfortunately, the tenure process sometimes results in ambiguity which
adversely affects tenure rights, but which may not be apparent until tenure
rights are invoked. Therefore, it is important to understand the legal
framework in which tenure is granted, maintained, and forfeited. Thus,
our description of termination proceedings and related employee rights of
certificated, tenured administrators begins with an overview of tenure.

Tenure Areas

Perhaps the most contentious and troublesome tenure issues occur when
districts fail to establish clear and consistent tenure areas. Tenure area
confusion arises because no statutory or regulatory framework establishes
administrative tenure areas, unlike the rigid teacher tenure categories
specified by regulation.! Because administrative tenure areas are not
specified by regulation, districts are free to create their own tenure
categories. They may place all administrators in a single, broad tenure area,
place each administrator in a distinct area, or establish any other tenure
area arrangement.”

This freedom may result in vague, undefined tenure assignments. It also

allows districtwide tenure inconsistency over time, in which subsequent

appointments to seemingly identical positions are placed in different tenure
3

areas.

The freedom to define tenure areas may result in counterintuitive

layoff determinations. Assume a district with two elementary schools
appoints one of those school principals to a tenure area of Elementary
School Principal, K-5, but later appoints the other principal to a tenure
area of general administrator, to which the district has also assigned a
middle school principal and a curriculum director. In that case, the first
appointment is to a single position tenure area and the latter appointment
is to a multiple position general tenure area. Should the principal
receiving the latter appointment be the least senior person in the general
administrative tenure area, he or she would be displaced if any of the three
general administrative tenure positions are abolished, but not if the other
elementary principal position is abolished. In that case, the more senior
elementary principal would be displaced and the less senior elementary
principal retained.

Administrative tenure areas are determined at the time of appointment and
may not be changed later absent the administrator’s written consent.* The



tenure area is usually specified in the appointment letter and in the school
board resolution making the probationary appointment. Because tenure area
placement and tenure seniority would determine any future layoff order, it
is important that both the probationary appointee and the unit leadership
confirm that the tenure area is properly specified in both documents. All
administrators should permanently retain a copy of his or her probationary
appointment letter and the board resolution.

A subsequent involuntary tenure area transfer is unlawful because it
violates the incumbent’s constitutional due process property right to the
existing tenure area position. The right derives from the district’s stated
tenure intention.’ Because tenure termination extinguishes due process
property rights, permitting districts to restructure tenure areas unilaterally
would vitiate members’ due process and tenure protections. As tenure is
the linchpin of job security, it cannot be arbitrarily revoked and, similarly,
members should never abandon it thoughtlessly or under duress.

Given the lack of statewide, uniform administrative tenure areas,

situations periodically arise in which a district’s original tenure structure is
ambiguous. Then, the actual tenure area may be determined by the district’s
historical policy and intent as evident in other tenure appointments.®
Tenure area ambiguity ultimately is resolved by interpreting the ambiguity
broadly against the district, on the premise that the district had the power
and responsibility to specify a narrower tenure area if it had so intended.’
In such cases, unless the district’s historical policy and intent indicate
otherwise, placement in the broad, general administrative tenure area is
presumed.

For example, in one case the district alleged that by listing in the
appointment letter the particular schools to which the employee would be
assigned rather than specifying a tenure area, it had created a narrow tenure
area encompassing only those assignments.® Upon appeal, it was held the
assignment listing alone was insufficient to limit the tenure area to those
specific assignments. The principle is that a district’s claim of a narrow
tenure area must be supported by more than inadvertent language; instead,
a conscious intent must be shown in order to avoid by default a broader
tenure area.’ Conscious intent of a narrow tenure area might be shown by
affidavits, organizational charts, and job descriptions.'

Tenure Qualifying Time and Service

Administrative probationary appointments made before July 1, 2015 must
be for a term of three years pursuant to Education Law §3012(1)(b). After
making the three-year probationary appointment, however, the district may
award tenure at any time during the three-year period, prior to the end of
the probationary term."!



Legislation that was updated in April 2015 requires that probationary
appointments made on or after July 1, 2015 must be four years in duration.
Building principals and similarly situated BOCES personnel in charge

of programs within BOCES (hereinafter “principals”) who are subject to
the Annual Professional Performance Review (APPR) legislation under
Education Law §3012-d are now statutorily required to meet certain
performance criteria before tenure may be awarded. Specifically, they must
be rated either Effective or Highly Effective on their APPR evaluations

in three out of the four probationary years, including the fourth year. In
addition, the affected principal cannot be rated Ineffective in his or her
fourth and final year of probation. While meeting the evaluations criteria
is to be a significant factor in making a tenure determination, by statute
neither successful ratings, the pendency of an appeal of a rating, nor lack
of compliance with the negotiated APPR alone shall stand in the way of an
employer’s right to deny tenure.

For administrators who are appointed to a probationary appointment
prior to June 1, 2020, neither prior tenure credit, that is, “Jarema” credit,
nor prior substitute service may shorten the applicable probationary
appointment period. However, acting status service in an unencumbered
position, as opposed to a temporary appointment, is credited toward the
probationary term. The distinction between acting and temporary status
is between filling a vacated position in an acting capacity or, instead,
substituting for another administrator “temporarily unable to perform
the duties on a short-term basis because of sickness, leave of absence, or
similar reasons.”'? As only service in an unencumbered, permanent position
contributes to probationary credit, temporarily performing the duties of
another person occupying the position precludes service credit."

Under recently enacted legislation, an administrator beginning his or
her probationary period in an administrative tenure area on or after June
1, 2020 is entitled to a three-year, rather than a four-year probationary
appointment if the administrator had previously received tenure within
an authorized tenure area in another school district within the state, the
school district where currently employed, or within a BOCES, and the
administrator was not dismissed from such district or BOCES pursuant
to the disciplinary process under Education Law §§3020-a or 3020-b'.
The term “administrators” for purposes of the statute includes “principals,
administrators, supervisors or other supervisory/managerial certificated
personnel.

Administrators, unlike teachers, do not retain prior tenure upon accepting
a different position in a different tenure area. (For teachers, regulations
provide for retaining tenure while continuously employed by the tenure
granting district, regardless of whether the employee begins work in a new



tenure area.'> While the teacher may then acquire a second tenure area,
the earlier tenure area is retained so long as they continue to work at least
AFTE in the previous tenure area.)

In order to qualify for administrative tenure, over fifty percent of

the probationary experience must consist of duties in the appointed
administrative tenure area.'® This precludes an administrator from earning
tenure in a second administrative tenure area while serving in another
administrative tenure area. This administrative tenure structure differs from
regulations governing teachers by which they may earn a second tenure
area by serving at least forty percent time in the second tenure area.

Although administrators do not retain prior tenure when serving full-
time in a new administrative probationary period, they may earn dual
administrative and teaching tenure should the new probationary period
consist of more than fifty percent administrative duties and at least forty
percent teaching assignments.!”

Transfer Within Tenure Area

Although a tenured administrator may not be transferred involuntarily to
any position outside the existing tenure area, he or she may be transferred
involuntarily to any other position within the same tenure area.'® A position
arguably is outside the former tenure area when it shares fifty percent or
less of the same duties.'” Given the subjectivity of the fifty percent analysis,
however, additional criteria are frequently used to assess whether positions
are in the same or a different tenure area. These other criteria include “the
kind, quality, and breadth” of the comparative duties and the skills and
experience required for each position.?® A significant, additional factor is
whether the two positions require the identical certification.*'

Layoff Procedure: Seniority

New York State Education Law mandates that districts follow specific
procedures when terminating certificated staff.?? This includes the
obligation to shuffle schedules to avoid layoffs, although by the nature of
their work this provision generally is applicable for administrators only

in special cases.” Termination requires a board resolution abolishing the
position and identifying the tenure area of the position abolished. However,
position abolishment alone fails to terminate the incumbent’s rights to
employment, salary, and benefits. The district first must identify the
individual to be laid off, who is not necessarily the position’s incumbent.
The person laid off will be the least senior person within the tenure area of
the abolished position.



As layoff order is governed by seniority within tenure area, administrators’
tenure determinations are crucial. Paid service seniority within the affected
tenure area is the sole criterion for establishing layoff order. Seniority
rights apply equally to probationary and to tenured personnel.

Seniority is calculated from the date of original appointment to the
particular tenure area — as opposed to the particular position — from which
the position is being abolished. Prior service in other tenure areas is not
credited toward seniority in the current tenure area. Seniority includes
time in an acting or interim capacity in the same tenure area provided

the position was not encumbered by another employee on leave. But

it excludes substitute service in the same tenure area, as well as time

on temporary assignment outside of the tenure area, such as an acting
assignment.?* Part-time service is excluded from the calculation unless

it was performed at the district’s request following service in a full-time
position, or unless the collective bargaining agreement provides seniority
credit for part-time service.”

Service need not be consecutive to be included in the seniority calculation,
but voluntary service breaks, such as by resignation or retirement,
ordinarily void seniority earned prior to the voluntary break, whereas
involuntary service breaks permit crediting the prior service. Unpaid

leave is excluded from total seniority. However, contractual and collective
bargaining agreements may provide for seniority calculations to include
service prior to a voluntary service break.?

When full-time service of two or more individuals is equal, their respective
seniority ranking is determined by their respective appointment dates.

If the appointment dates are the same, rank is determined next by board
appointment sequence. If the appointments were made in the same
resolution, then rank is determined by any method the district finds
reasonable, such as the comparative dates on which the employment
contracts were signed or submitted, or even the individuals’ respective
salaries.

There is a limited exception to the last in, first out rule. Pursuant

to Education Law §211-f, schools designated to be either failing or
persistently failing may be handed over to a receiver, who will be in control
of curriculum and staffing decisions within the failing school. These are the
schools potentially in the most need for intervention. Depending on how
long the school has been designated by the state to be a failing school, the
receiver may be the superintendent of schools or an outside third party.

In either case, the designated receiver has the sole authority to, without



approval of the board of education, abolish positions, change salaries to
entice and hire qualified educators, and/or fire ineffective educators. In the
event that the receiver decides to abolish positions, layoffs are designated
by tenure area; however, the person laid off is controlled by their
evaluation ratings within the tenure area and not their length of service. In
other words, ineffective educators will be the first ones to be laid off in the
schools. Those who are laid off are entitled to be placed on the preferred
eligibility list; however, they cannot be recalled to the failing school.
Further, if an educator has two consecutive Ineffective ratings prior to their
position being abolished, they are not considered to have been an employee
in “good standing” pursuant to the statute and are ineligible to be recalled
to any position within the district.

Layoff Procedure: Displacement

A tenured person whose position is abolished has the right to displace

the person with the least seniority in the same tenure area. In this respect,
administrators have less potential recourse than teachers. Whereas
administrators forfeit tenure in any prior area upon appointment to a new
tenure area, a teacher may retain prior tenure if certified for and appointed
to a second tenure area. In such case, a teacher with second tenure status
may displace a less senior teacher in the second area should the teacher
be the least senior person in the current tenure area. In contrast, as
administrators must forfeit any prior tenure upon probationary appointment
to a new tenure area, they necessarily lack rights to displace less senior
staff in any earlier tenure area.

As districts always retain management authority to assign work within
tenure areas, the work to be performed by the individual whose position
was abolished and who displaced a less senior person may not necessarily
be the same work performed by the displaced, less senior person. The
seniority right is to a position in the tenure area, not to any particular
duties.

Preferred List

Any certificated person excessed because of position abolishment is placed
on a preferred eligible list for recall to any similar position for seven
years.”” A similar position is one in the same tenure area and in which more
than fifty percent of the duties are the same. The most senior person on the
preferred list is entitled to appointment to any similar full-time or part-time
position.?® Callback ranking is determined by seniority within the district
rather than by length of service in the tenure area.? An administrator’s
prior district service in a different administrative tenure area or as a teacher
is credited for preferred list standing only. Thus, an individual with less
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service in a tenure area would have preference over another with more
service in that area if the first individual had more total service in the
district, even though the additional service was in a different tenure area.

In all but what are defined by Education Law as large city school districts,
an excessed administrator ordinarily is placed on a preferred list for

seven years.” However, a district may decline to place an administrator
on a preferred list if the employee’s record has not been one of faithful,
competent service.’!

On recall, the employee must be paid not less than her/his prior salary.
Further, an administrator retains rights to reappointment to the same tenure
area even if she or he accepts appointment in the interim to a different
tenure area or refuses reemployment.*?

Eligibility for Newly Created Positions

The former incumbent of a previously abolished position is entitled,
without salary or benefit reduction, to a newly created position in the same
tenure area that has similar duties to the abolished position.** The former
incumbent also may have rights to a vacant, existing position that has
become similar to the abolished position by incorporating duties of the
abolished position.

Similarity here is measured identically as when assessing whether positions
are in the same tenure area. The analysis starts with determining whether
more than half of the new position’s duties are similar to those of the
previous position.** In assessing duty similarity, relevant factors are the
“kind, quality, and breadth” of the duties, skills, and experiences required,
and the certification needed, for each position. Also, similarity may be
established if the duties of the new position reasonably could have been
part of the prior position.* Recent decisions by the commissioner of
education have given great deference to the employer assigned tenure areas
and analysis of the similarity of duties by the employer.*

A predetermination hearing is required upon request in those instances

in which the nature of a position being abolished is similar to the duties,
qualifications, and certifications for a proposed new position in the same
tenure area.’’” Even if unsuccessful, the hearing is useful to obtain evidence
for any necessary, subsequent legal proceeding. Should another person

be appointed to the allegedly similar position, the preferred list former
employee should file a notice of claim against the district and file an appeal
to the commissioner of education within thirty days.



Pretextual Termination

A pretextual termination occurs when a district abolishes a position
allegedly for budgetary or programmatic reasons when, in fact, the motive
is disciplinary. Education Law precludes substituting position abolishment
for disciplinary removal. The remedy is litigation to return the employee to
work. Typical evidence of pretextual position abolishment includes prior
threats of discipline, including letters of counseling, and prior employer
suggestions that the employee retire or apply for positions elsewhere.
Those or similar indications of potential future action always should be
documented contemporaneously in case they are necessary later to support
one’s rights.

Disciplinary Termination

Discipline is the imposition of a penalty. It is distinguished from letters

of counseling, which consist of guidance and recommendations rather

than discipline. Districts are free to issue letters of counseling without
restriction, but only may impose penalties or remedial work, such as
additional training, through the disciplinary process. A district may not
reassign an employee for disciplinary reasons absent the 3020-a process.*
Administrators may be disciplined for private conduct occurring off school
grounds when the conduct affects the performance of work duties or if, by
public attention, the conduct impacted the administrator’s ability to do his
or her work.*

Discipline and disciplinary termination of tenured administrators are
governed by Education Law §3020-a and §3020-b (discussed below in a
separate section involving the dire consequences of a principal receiving
multiple consecutive years of Ineffective ratings on her or his APPR
evaluations) implementing regulations at 8 NYCRR 82-1, et. seq., unless
alternate procedures have been incorporated previously into the applicable
collective bargaining agreement. Should a tenured administrator face
discipline, he or she should immediately contact SAANYS. After receiving
advice, he or she may elect in writing to use those alternate procedures
instead of the statutory ones; however, the choice as to which procedure

to use is solely at the discretion of the administrator.*° As most collective
bargaining agreements do not include alternate procedures, §3020-a/3020-b
is the common process by which tenured administrators may be disciplined
or terminated for disciplinary reasons.

The only exceptions to the statutory or collective bargaining agreement
alternate disciplinary processes are the mandatory termination provisions
for certain criminal behavior. An administrator may be summarily
terminated absent the 3020-a hearing upon criminal conviction of a

11
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sex offense, a violent felony committed against a child, or upon felony
conviction of certain fraud offenses.* Any such conviction results in
mandatory revocation of the administrator’s certification, absent which the
administrator is barred by law from public school employment.

As termination for reasons of position abolishment is not subject to

the more rigorous 3020-a process, occasionally districts attempt to

use the position abolishment process pretextually to remove a tenured
administrator for disciplinary reasons, as discussed above. Such attempts
are strictly forbidden and should be opposed aggressively.*

The 3020-a process begins with the filing of charges with the district clerk.
Charges are allegations purportedly warranting discipline or termination.
Although charges are usually filed by the superintendent or the district’s
attorney, anyone, including parents, community members, and colleagues,
may file charges. However, the mere filing of charges is of no disciplinary
consequence unless a majority of the fully constituted board of education
votes probable cause exists to initiate the 3020-a/3020-b process. Charges
may not be brought more than three years after the acts complained of
unless the act was a crime when committed.*

Upon majority board vote that probable cause exists, the board must
provide the tenured administrator with a written statement specifying the
charges, the maximum penalty it will impose should the administrator not
request a hearing, and the maximum penalty it will seek should the matter
proceed to hearing and the administrator be found guilty.** The employee
may be suspended with pay pending the hearing and determination, except
that suspension is without pay only when the administrator has pled guilty
to or been convicted of certain felony drug crimes or physical abuse of a
minor or student, and the 3020-a charges are at least partly based on the
events underlying that plea or conviction.

It is crucial that the administrator responds in a timely manner after
receiving the statement of charges. Her or his response must be given to the
district clerk within ten days of receiving the statement of charges, must

be in writing, and must invoke the administrator’s request for a hearing.
Failure to comply with this strict requirement forfeits the administrator’s
right to the hearing, thus permitting the district to impose its punishment
without an opportunity to be heard.*

The hearing officer in the disciplinary proceeding is chosen by mutual
agreement of the parties from a list provided by the State Education
Department. If the parties are unable to agree on a hearing officer, the
official is appointed by that agency. The hearing process resembles a trial
and includes an opportunity to be represented throughout the process,



during evidence disclosure, and opportunity to subpoena and cross-
examine witnesses.* The hearing must be private unless the employee
requests timely that it be public. Testimony is taken under oath and the
entire proceeding is transcribed. Pursuant to statute, the hearing must be
concluded within 125 days of the charges being filed, unless good cause
is demonstrated for the delay. The hearing officer then issues a written
opinion finding whether each charge is proven or not, and if proven, what
is the appropriate penalty. Penalties are limited to “a written reprimand,

a fine, suspension without pay, or dismissal.”*” Only one of the penalties
may be imposed, although remedial actions such as counseling may also be
ordered.

The above description of the disciplinary process for tenured administrators
is obviously a brief, general overview. As discipline and the potential

for discipline are some of the most disturbing career events a tenured
administrator may encounter, it is crucial members obtain SAANYS legal
assistance immediately in the event of any investigation or upon receiving
a statement of charges. Administrators should never participate in a district
investigation without representation and never ignore notice of charges.
Delaying a required response may forfeit their most important rights,

and unnecessary or inappropriate admissions will be held against them.
While they must report to any investigation interview or be subject to
insubordination, they are legally entitled to refuse to answer any question
that could reasonably lead to discipline. The right against self-incrimination
in a public education setting is commonly referred to as “cadet rights.”®
Administrators who face the possibility of formal discipline are

entitled also to a reasonable delay of the interview until they can obtain
representation. Involving a SAANYS attorney immediately also increases
the leverage an employee will have in dealing with the district.

Termination Based upon APPR Ratings

Principals are subjected to further potential termination based upon
incompetence, as demonstrated by their APPR ratings. Education Law
§3020-b permits school districts to file disciplinary charges based upon
incompetence for principals (not other administrative titles) who have
been rated Ineffective for two consecutive years and requires the filing
of charges for classroom teachers and principals who have been rated
Ineffective for three consecutive years. It further provides that either two
consecutive Ineffective ratings or three consecutive Ineffective ratings
consti