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Overview 

Collective bargaining agreements between school districts and educators have a profound influence on the quality of local 

schools. Among other things, they prescribe how teachers may be hired, paid, advanced, or replaced.  With that in mind, TNTP 

analyzed the current agreement between the Buffalo Board of Education (Buffalo BoE) and the Buffalo Teachers Federation 

(BTF) to identify revisions that could elevate the teaching profession and improve student learning in the city.   

We found some clear opportunities for improvement. In many ways, the current agreement actually makes it harder for teachers 

to get the pay and respect they deserve, and harder for Buffalo’s schools to ensure that students are afforded effective teachers 

who can provide a high-quality education. In fact, nowhere in the current contract’s 107 pages or 29 supplementary 

memorandums is the importance of teacher effectiveness or student achievement mentioned. 

Thankfully, collective bargaining is an arena where district and union leaders can solve these problems – provided both parties 

are willing to come to the table.  After 15 years without a new contract, the Buffalo BoE and BTF have a meaningful opportunity 

to revisit the agreement and make common sense changes that would result in lasting improvements to teaching and learning 

in the city.  We see the potential for revisions in five critical areas that have spurred real progress in other school systems we 

have studied:         

1. Give Principals and Teachers Flexibility During the Hiring Process;  

2. Increase Starting Salaries and Reward Great Work in the Classroom with Higher Pay;  

3. Offer Teachers Meaningful Feedback on Performance in the Classroom;  

4. Create a Supportive Environment for Teaching and Learning; and 

5. Reduce Unnecessary Processes and Costs.   

In this analysis, we suggest several changes to the contract that would support these five goals.  With these revisions, new 

teachers would earn higher starting salaries, attracting more talent to Buffalo schools. Teachers with a proven record of success 

would be better paid, rewarding them for their achievements and encouraging them to stay in the city’s classrooms. The district 

would have the freedom to offer more professional development focused on teachers’ and students’ needs.  Most importantly, 

Buffalo schools could make the best interests of students a top priority in decisions about teacher hiring, placement and dismissal, 

resulting in more classrooms led by effective teachers. 

 

The Next Buffalo Contract: A Potential Win-Win for Buffalo Teachers and Schools 

Wins for Teachers Wins for the District 

Higher starting salaries for new teachers Tools to attract more talented teachers to Buffalo schools 

Increased pay and prestige for effective veteran teachers Incentives to increase retention of high-performing educators 

Greater freedom to transfer between schools Hiring policies that empower principals to choose their teams 

More honest and useful professional feedback A more accurate teacher evaluation system 

Fewer tests and less time on testing A streamlined approach to student assessment 

Better professional development to help meet the needs of 

students.   

Flexibility in recruitment, hiring and training to help meet the 

needs of schools. 

And most importantly: A contract that focuses everyone on the best interests of students.  

 



Recommendations 

Give Principals and Teachers Flexibility during the Hiring Process  
We know that effective teachers are the most important in-school factor in student success – and district staffing policies need 

to reinforce a commitment to effective teaching and student achievement.  Principals deserve the flexibility to hire the best 

teacher for the job, and teachers deserve the freedom to accept or deny a job offer rather than be forced into a school that is 

not a good fit.  The changes we recommend below would help principals build stronger instructional teams and allow teachers 

to seek positions in schools where they can do their best work.   

Current Problem Policy Revision and Rationale 

Principals are required to prioritize a 

teacher’s seniority over demonstrated 

effectiveness during the hiring process, 

if all other factors are equal.  

Principals should be able to hire a teacher that is the best fit for the school, the 

position, and the needs of the students, regardless of the candidate’s length of 

service.  Any priority should be given on the basis of teacher effectiveness (as 

measured by district evaluation rating) to ensure that students receive the most 

effective instruction possible. 

Principals must prioritize the seniority 

of existing teachers when hiring for 

other jobs such as summer employment, 

adult education, recreational, and part-

time positions –even if other staff or non-

staff may be a better fit. 

Even in non-traditional jobs, principals should have the freedom to offer the job 

to the most suitable and effective candidate instead of being forced to hire on 

the basis of seniority alone.  

Principals are required to eliminate 

part-time positions wherever possible. 

Principals should have the freedom to staff their schools using both part-time 

and full-time staff.  There are many good reasons to hire part-time staff, 

especially for non-teaching positions or teachers of high-level courses. The 

current policy limits a principal’s flexibility to hire staff to best meet the needs 

of the students. 

Teacher promotions are based on 

seniority, if all other factors are equal, 

with no regard for effectiveness in the 

classroom.  

Principals need the authority to determine who is promoted, using performance 

data a factor. This change will allow a principal to promote the teacher who has 

demonstrated the ability to help all students learn– and who has the potential 

to excel in the new position.   

Teacher transfers are based on 

seniority, as well as the date of transfer 

request, with no regard for effectiveness 

in the classroom.   

All hiring decisions, including transfers, should require an interview to make 

sure that candidates are the best fit for the job, and final approval by the school 

principal.  Principals know the needs of their students and school best, and this 

revision would give them the freedom to hire only the teachers who are the 

best fit for their school.   

During involuntary layoffs, teachers are 

force-placed at other schools based on 

seniority with no regard for their 

effectiveness in the classroom. 

Hiring should be done from pools of candidates who want to work at the school 

– with the consent of both the principal and the teacher.  If teachers are laid off, 

especially when schools are closed for performance reasons, they deserve the 

chance to apply for any vacancies in the district that interest them.  Likewise, 

principals should be able to build their instructional teams using classroom 

effectiveness as a key factor.   

Principals are unable to use their 

professional judgment to hire who they 

want to manage extra responsibilities, 

such as lunch duty.  

Principals should have the freedom to determine how extra duties are managed 

(e.g., a teacher may apply to work extra duties, or a principal can hire two full-

time staff to provide both administrative and operational support). The current 

contract limits how much principals can ask teachers to help with extra duties, 

such as lunch duty.  Instead, they are forced to spend funds to hire full-time 

teacher aides. Shifting the authority to the school will allow principals to staff 

their schools to best meet the unique needs of their students.  This could also 



provide an opportunity for teachers interested in leadership to gain experience 

in school operations.   

 

Increase Starting Salaries and Reward Great Work in the Classroom with Higher Pay 
Teachers deserve a professional-level salary from the beginning of their careers, and over time, those who have a positive 

influence on student learning deserve to be paid even more for their success in the classroom.  The current contract 

shortchanges teachers and students by rewarding raises based solely on years of experience and level of education attained, 

both of which have proven to be unreliable proxies for effectiveness.  A compensation system that offers higher starting 

salaries and takes performance into account will help Buffalo attract and keep more top talent. 

Current Problem Policy Revision and Rationale 

The average starting salary for new 

teachers ($32,897) is very low compared 

to neighboring districts, making it difficult 

for Buffalo to attract and retain effective 

teachers.  

All teachers should earn at least a $45,000 starting salary.  The salary gap 

between Buffalo teachers and their colleagues in other districts is significant. At 

every level, Buffalo teachers earn $2,000-$4,000 less than the average teacher in 

Erie County (BOCES 1 and BOCES 2).  Increasing the starting salary will make 

teaching a more desirable option for high achievers and will attract a stronger 

profile of teachers to the district.  

All teachers earn annual raises in 

lockstep fashion without regard for 

how much their students are learning.   

Salaries increase only with experience and 

additional degrees, which means that 

some great teachers in the district are 

earning dramatically less than some 

ineffective teachers, simply because they 

lack experience or credentials that have 

little relationship to effectiveness in the 

classroom.  

Effective teachers deserve salary increases, regardless of how many years they 

have taught. Under the current contract, there are no rewards for high-

performing teachers and Buffalo is losing these teachers as a result.  Prioritize 

performance in the classroom by only awarding annual raises to teachers who 

have been rated effective or higher on annual evaluations.  Award increases for 

degrees/credits only when a connection to improved student achievement has 

been shown.  Offer substantial performance-based raises, especially for early-

career teachers, to help keep more of Buffalo’s best teachers in the district.      

 

The current contract does not offer 

additional compensation for effective 

teachers who take on the most difficult 

assignments.   

Offer additional pay to the most effective teachers in high-need subjects like 

English Language Learning, math and special education.  Offer additional pay to 

effective teachers who are willing to take on high-need subject and/or the 

toughest teaching assignments in high-need schools. 

 

 

Give Teachers Meaningful Feedback on Performance in the Classroom 
Like all professionals, teachers deserve feedback on their job performance at every stage in their careers, but Buffalo’s current 

evaluation system appears not to be helping teachers improve their practice.  Recent data show that the district rated 90 

percent of its teachers as effective or highly effective, yet as of September 2014, only 13 percent of students in grades 3-8 are 

proficient in math and only 12 percent are proficient in language arts.  Several key changes need to be made to give teachers 

the feedback and support they need to do their best work in the classroom.  

Current Problem  Policy Revision and Rationale 

Probationary and tenured teachers only 

receive 2 observations per year, one 

formal and one informal (one of which is 

announced). 

Teachers at all stages of their career deserve feedback and support on their 

classroom practice.   Two observations is too few to paint an accurate picture of 

teacher performance. This practice is particularly problematic if the long 

observation is more heavily weighted -- and likely to be announced in advance.  



Holding tenured teachers to a lower bar for observations only compounds the 

problem, especially in a system where 82 percent of active teachers are tenured 

– and no teachers were denied tenure in the previous year.   

The BoE should consider observing all teachers monthly, using innovative 

strategies such as video observations to help with capacity concerns.   

The current contract commits the 

district to using a complex, 42-page 

observation rubric.  

Teachers should be observed with a rubric that is easy for observers to use and 

easy for teachers to understand. The BoE uses the NYSUT Teacher Practice 

Rubric (2012), which is too long, does not focus on the most important 

elements of effective instruction, and disregards the importance of academic 

content.  

Observations can only be completed by 

principals or other trained 

administrators. 

Observations should be completed by multiple observers who receive ongoing 

training and practice.   

Research shows that teachers who are observed by multiple normed observers 

improve their practice more than those with only one observer, such as a 

principal. Also, using observers who are not housed at the school site may lead 

to more objective results, preventing rating bias.   

The current contract commits the BoE 

to developing its own assessments for 

over 13 grades and subjects, an expensive 

and time-consuming undertaking.  

District-developed assessments should be eliminated from the evaluation 

system.  The BoE can save time and money by using existing NY state 

assessments, which will also help the district meaningfully compare its results to 

school systems across the state and reduce the testing burden for teachers and 

students. 

 

Create a Supportive Environment for Teaching and Learning 
Teachers and students deserve an environment that supports their development and learning. Policies regarding school 

schedules, staff development, and parent engagement should promote this type of learning environment while being flexible 

enough to meet a school’s specific needs. In addition, schools with a history of low performance should be designated as 

Turnaround Schools, freeing them of certain contract restrictions that prevent them from creating an effective learning 

environment.  

Current Problem Policy Revision and Rationale 

The school year is short and school day 

hours are limited; the year cannot start 

before Labor Day or exceed 186 days and 

days are limited to 6 hours and 50 

minutes.  

Learning time matters.  Compared to other districts, the length of Buffalo’s 

school year and school day hours falls short, meaning that students lose valuable 

instruction compared to their peers in other areas.  Increase the length of the 

school year to 190 days with daily hours of 7 hours and 40 minutes.   

By increasing the length of the school year as well as the daily hours of service, 

the district would give students more than 150 additional hours of instruction 

each year – and a valuable opportunity to catch up with their peers in other 

school systems.  

Schools cannot have more than 10 

faculty meetings per year and they 

can’t last more than one hour after 

school ends.  Only 5 of these meetings 

can be used for staff development and no 

more than one per month.  

Teachers and school leaders need time to problem solve in response to evolving 

student needs.  To give teachers the development opportunities they deserve, 

any or all faculty meetings should be used for staff development and should be 

scheduled based on the principal’s judgment.  

There is no policy to give failing 

schools a chance to turnaround before 

they are closed.  

Authorize the Superintendent to designate schools that have been failing or 

underperforming for an extended period as “Turnaround Schools,” allowing them 

flexibility from key provisions of the CBA. 

http://usny.nysed.gov/rttt/teachers-leaders/practicerubrics/Docs/nysut-rubric-2012.pdf
http://usny.nysed.gov/rttt/teachers-leaders/practicerubrics/Docs/nysut-rubric-2012.pdf


The Superintendent should be expected and empowered to improve low 

performing schools before students fall further behind. This policy would allow 

Turnaround Schools the chance to be re-staffed and improve their performance 

before they are shut down.  

In the current contract, parents are 

unable to contact their child’s teacher 

without first requesting access through 

a school administrator, creating a 

bureaucratic barrier to parent 

engagement – and a special hardship 

for most working parents.  

Parent engagement in the classroom is critical to improving our schools.   Enable 

parents to contact teachers and require response within 24 hours, and provide 

teachers time in their schedule to meet with families outside of regular school 

hours.  Parents and students need access to teachers after school hours for 

consultation, which will promote greater collaboration and involvement.  

 

Reduce Unnecessary Processes and Costs  
Buffalo’s students deserve great instruction that prepares them for college and career, and achieving that goal requires 

adequate resources and financing.  Under the current contract, millions of dollars annually are funneled toward policies with 

limited benefit to students.  These processes and expenses should be reviewed to bring the needs of teachers and the needs of 

students into balance.   

Current Problem Policy Revision and Rationale 

Teachers receive an early retirement 

incentive averaging $25,000 even if 

they submit their notice a few weeks 

before the new school year.    

 

 

When teachers retire, principals need adequate time to fill the vacant position with 

an effective teacher.  To receive an early retirement incentive, a teacher should give 

notice by 3/31 to receive the full incentive or by 5/31 to receive 50% of the 

incentive. 

Given that the school year starts soon after Labor Day, the current policy gives 

schools only a few weeks after receiving a teacher’s retirement notice to find a 

replacement for that teacher.  This tight timeline means that principals have limited 

time to interview candidates to fill the position, which has the potential to hurt staff 

morale and student learning.  

Teachers can accrue up to 220 sick 

days—more than an entire school 

year—which can cause staffing issues, 

especially if a teacher uses all of the sick 

days prior to a resignation or leave of 

absence.  

Teachers need plenty of time off when they are feeling ill, but the current contract’s 

policy for sick days is not comparable to other industries, including non-profit.  

Teachers should be able to roll over up to 5 sick days per year, with a maximum 

total accrual of 60 days.  This allows teachers to collect up to 60 days (12 weeks) of 

paid sick leave.  With this revision, if a teacher took leave via the Family and 

Medical Leave Act (FMLA), which guarantees an individual employment and 

benefits for 12 weeks of leave, the teacher could collect sufficient sick days to be 

paid during this time.   

Some resignations and leaves of absence allow a teacher to use up to 220 sick days 

before the effective date of leave, resulting in months of lost effective instruction 

for students.  This contract change would prevent these very costly delays.  In 

addition, some of the cost savings from revising the sick day policy could be used 

to improve the substitute teacher pool, allowing teachers to feel more confident 

their students are in good hands when they are out sick.  

Teachers’ healthcare benefits are not 

aligned with the current market, and 

are out of step with other industries.   

Teachers deserve great health benefits, but the current benefits need to be 

reviewed and aligned with current market rates, and teachers should make a 

reasonable and fair contribution towards their own healthcare costs.   

Buffalo teachers receive all of their health benefits at full taxpayer expense, even as 

teachers in the rest of the state pay an average of 10.8% to 13.3% (depending on 

individual vs family status and new/veteran teacher standing).  The current contract 



requires benefits to match the coverage of the plan that was offered in 1995-96.  

Costs have increased dramatically in recent years, making it fiscally irresponsible for 

the district to offer coverage that matches an outdated plan.   

Even if teachers resign voluntarily, 

they receive termination 

compensation, provided they have 

worked for more than 5 years. 

If a teacher makes the decision to leave, it makes sense that they are only 

compensated for the days worked.  The current policy is out of step with other 

industries.   Teachers who resign for any reason, and teachers who are laid off for 

performance reasons, should be paid through their last day worked and should not 

receive additional compensation. 

Teachers requested to work beyond 

42 weeks are paid roughly a full day’s 

worth of pay even if they only work 

for more than a half day. 

Compensate teachers at an hourly rate for any number of hours worked beyond 42 

weeks. 

Currently teachers are paid a daily rate whether they work 4.25 hours or 10 hours. 

Changing the policy to hourly pay will ensure teachers are paid fairly for work 

completed, while also saving funds that could be put toward other uses. This shift 

also makes teacher professional development in the summer a more affordable 

reality by paying teachers for the actual hours they spent in training. 

The district is required to pay a total 

of 50 teacher days to Federation 

delegates to attend conventions of the 

Federation’s state affiliate—which 

means less instructional time for 

students to spend learning from their 

teachers.  

Professional development is important, but the BoE should eliminate or 

significantly reduce the number of paid teacher days to Federation delegates.  The 

money spent on paying the delegates to attend the conventions should be used to 

fund professional development opportunities that are directly related to improving 

subject area expertise or instructional practice.  

The current contract is bogged down 

by requirements for smoking lounges 

and phone booths, among other 

outdated things.      

The world has changed since 1999, and many requirements of the current contract 

can be streamlined or eliminated.  Review the agreement to identify common sense 

budget savings that can be used to give teachers the recognition and pay they 

deserve.   

 

Conclusion 

Collective bargaining agreements have an enormous effect on teachers, students and families.  As Buffalo refines its policies for 

the first time in 15 years, it can learn from districts and states around the country that are improving their own systems to reflect 

the importance of effective teaching and student learning. We encourage the Buffalo BoE and BFT to look to the following 

examples as models:     

 Denver Public Schools has made performance a critical factor in its hiring decisions in an effort to ensure that more 

students are in classrooms led by an effective teacher.   

 In Washington, D.C. Public Schools, teacher practice and student learning are at the center of the IMPACT evaluation 

system, the results of which inform the district’s performance-based pay system.  As a result, educators receive 

substantially more feedback on their classroom practice, and almost none of the district’s best teachers leave over 

dissatisfaction with pay.   

 The Tennessee Department of Education has taken steps to link professional development to the results of its 

statewide teacher evaluation system to make sure that teachers receive training tailored to their development areas 

and the needs of their students. 

While none of these policies are perfect, they offer useful blueprints for how Buffalo can reimagine teaching and learning in the 

city.  Yet all of these changes begin with a collective bargaining agreement that values the needs of students and lays the 

groundwork for a teacher profession that recognizes and rewards excellence in the classroom.  A new contract with common 

sense improvements could lead to wins for Buffalo’s teachers and the students they serve.  

 

 



About TNTP 

TNTP is a national non-profit organization working to end educational inequality by ensuring that all students get excellent 

teachers. Founded by teachers and inspired by the power of great teaching to change lives, we help schools, districts and 

states grow great teachers, manage their teaching talent strategically, and build systems that prioritize effective teaching in 

every classroom. Since 1997, we have recruited or trained nearly 50,000 teachers for high-need schools, catalyzed large-scale 

reform through acclaimed studies such as The Widget Effect (2009) and The Irreplaceables (2012), pioneered next-generation 

teacher evaluation and development systems, and launched one of the nation’s premiere awards for excellent teaching, the 

Fishman Prize for Superlative Classroom Practice. Today TNTP is active in more than 25 cities. For more information, visit 

www.tntp.org. 

http://www.widgeteffect.org/
http://tntp.org/irreplaceables

