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How can I get tenure? 
 
Special Thanks to Jakob, Asiya, Jiaye, Esther, Abdias, and Lydia for sharing your 
experiences in applying for tenure. Congrats to you all for attaining it! 
 
Thanks to Sarah and Mark for editing this Tool Kit.  
 
Veteran teachers who have been in the system prior to 2002 have frequently told me 
stories that: “Before Mayor Bloomberg, anyone with a pulse was awarded tenure 
without any additional paperwork or work on behalf of the UFT member.” Long ago, 
probation lasted two years. Then, it was extended to three years. Today, thanks to 
Governor Andrew Cuomo, probation now lasts four years. 
 
Here are a few vocabulary terms you will need to understand: 
 

1. Probation -- the period of time (in New York State, the probationary period is 
four years -- and that includes the New York City Department of Education [DOE] 
-- but your period may be shortened through various means.) in which a UFT 
member is growing and learning as a professional before they can apply for 
tenure. 
 

2. Probationary Period -- Under New York State law, public school teachers must 
serve a probationary period of four years from the date of their appointment in 
order to be eligible for tenure. Upon completion of their probationary period, 
teachers are either granted or denied tenure, depending on the recommendation 
of the superintendent. If a teacher has worked four years and one day from the 
date of their appointment, and no action was taken to either grant or deny tenure, 
then the teacher has achieved “tenure by estoppel” (meaning that tenure was 
automatically granted by default). 
 

3. Tenure -- Having tenure means you can’t be terminated without due process and 
you’re entitled to a hearing if the DOE takes disciplinary action pursuant to 
Education Law § 3020-a.   
 
www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/EDN/3020-A 
 

4. Due Process -- Due process gives teachers the latitude to use their professional 
judgment in their classrooms, to advocate for their students, and to not fear 
retribution for speaking the truth or teaching controversial subjects such as 

http://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/EDN/3020-A
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evolution. As political winds shift in school districts, due process also wards off 
patronage or nepotism. 
 

5. Discontinuance of Probationary Service -- When you are unable to complete your 
four years with end-of-year Annual Professional Performance Review (APPR) 
ratings of “Highly Effective” (H) or “Effective” (E), your probationary period will 
generally be discontinued. Discontinued teachers can reapply for a position in a 
different District, but it is very hard to be accepted or approved for a new position.  

 
We also strongly advise you to make yourself familiar with Chancellor’s Regulation C-205, 
which details information about tenure and what the DOE can do if you aren’t granted 
tenure (i.e., discontinuance of probationary service or denial of certification of completion 
of probation [aka “denial of tenure”]). This Regulation can be found by going to: 
 
www.uft.org/sites/default/files/attachments/chancellors-reg-c-205-general-license-req.pdf 
 
We also strongly advise you to read and review the following materials that the UFT has 
accumulated to discuss the nuts and bolts of tenure in NYC. It can be viewed here: 
 
www.uft.org/teaching/new-teachers/tenure 
 
This guide is NOT meant to be all-inclusive. Next year, we may revise and expand upon 
it. If you would like to support us in improving this guide, please email us at 
solidaritycaucus@gmail.com. Following it to a T is no guarantee that you will receive 
tenure. This guide is simply a tool you can use as you begin the long hard road towards 
applying for and being granted tenure. Use the UFT. We know people have been 
burned by the union but we at UFT Solidarity know that “there is power in the union.” 
The union is YOU, it’s ME, it’s your Chapter Leader, it’s Union President Michael 
Mulgrew, and it’s your fellow teacher (as well as certain other job titles such as 
paraprofessional, school secretary, and guidance counselor, for example)! Without US, 
there is no UFT. 
 
We asked UFT members to share tools they used in applying for tenure. We divided the 
guide into approximate time bands designed to get you to think of doing certain things at 
certain times. You do not need to apply for your professional license for Year 1 in the 
DOE when you just received your initial license. But the summer before Year 4, you 
should begin this process. 
 
 
 

http://www.uft.org/sites/default/files/attachments/chancellors-reg-c-205-general-license-req.pdf
http://www.uft.org/teaching/new-teachers/tenure
mailto:solidaritycaucus@gmail.com
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Year 1 
 
Make sure you get to know your UFT Chapter Leader, UFT Delegate, UFT District Rep, 
and UFT Borough Rep. Get their phone numbers and emails. Make sure you use a 
personal, NON-WORK/NON-DOE email for all UFT communications!  
 
Purchase a large binder (three to five inches) and dividers. Each divider should be 
devoted to a section titled: 
 

1. Observation Reports 
 

2. Awards and Acknowledgments  
 

3. Regents and State Exam Data 
 

4. Classroom and Bulletin Boards 
 

5. Class Baseline and Summative Assessment Data 
 

6. Professional Development Workshops and Log 
 

7. Student Activities and Parental/Community Engagement 
 
Ask your administrator to introduce you to the Borough Instructional Leads (BILs) your 
school works with via the Borough Support Office. The BILs can connect you to 
Professional Development opportunities and other teachers in your region. This also 
allows for great networking if you need to transfer schools. Go to the workshops, take 
notes, participate, and be professional. You are representing your school and if you are 
exceptional, the BILs may drop a nice note to your principal. 
 
Take photos of your classroom, students working (make sure you blot out faces and 
names if you use the photos for any reason.), and bulletin boards you’ve made. In the 
first few years, it can be really helpful to write down your experiences, positive or 
negative, with teaching particular lessons. This is just for you. Write what went well and 
what you want to change. This may be good to write about in your tenure portfolio. 
 
Make sure you are working with a mentor ONE-ON-ONE. Common Planning Time and 
Grade Team Meetings DO NOT count towards your mandated mentoring hours. If you 
suspect you aren’t being mentored, talk to your Chapter Leader. 
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One of our teacher contributors said this: 
 

“I think teachers need to know that Year 1 is critical in preserving some 
works of their students because they will have to demonstrate growth over 
the years. In general, Year 1 is horrible, but if one can demonstrate 
progress by Year 2 or 3 of student work in comparison to the first year I 
think they will be on the right path.” 

 
Listen and observe. Are teachers getting tenure easily in your school? Are they being 
forced to jump through hoops? Are they being denied tenure or are their probationary 
periods being extended? Is turnover BAD at your school? (“Bad” meaning that over 25% 
of the adults leave each year.) If so, you might want to transfer out. Tenure is all about 
how well you are liked by your principal and how hard they will vouch for you. If there is 
no love between you and your principal, tenure might not be in your future. 
 
 
Year 2 
 
Once again, take photos of your classroom, students working (make sure you blot out 
faces and names if you use the photos for any reason.), and bulletin boards you’ve 
made. If your school has a culture of intervisitations (that are non evaluative), ask 
seasoned teachers to come into your room and give you feedback. Showcase your 
better lessons and ask them to return at a later date. This is important because it shows 
you are willing to grow and share best practices. Continue to take note of what worked 
or didn’t work for you in teaching certain lessons. 
 
As you adjust to your school’s culture, join a few (A FEW! It is better to do one or two 
extracurriculars WELL than do six poorly.) school teams like the Data Team, School 
Leadership Team, Consultation Committee, Professional Development Team, or 
Instructional Leadership Team (ILT). Show you are all about students by attending 
school-sponsored events (for example, concerts, plays, and bake sales) and sports 
matches. Offer to lead a student club or activity. 
 
Keep signing up for Professional Development and then actively implement these 
strategies in your classroom. Speak to your administration and then show a willingness 
to pass along these strategies to staff in Grade Team, Department, and Schoolwide 
Meetings.  
 
Continue to collect baseline and State Exam data. Years 2-4 are when the 
Superintendents look most intently at your data. Make sure you are working with 
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experienced teachers to get ideas on how to teach effectively. As much as we hate 
standardized tests, we are evaluated, in part, based on how well our students perform. 
If you do not have standardized tests in your subject area or grade (for whatever 
reason), use assessments created by YOU, and evaluate your students based on their 
growth in skills and/or content knowledge over the year. 
 
Teachers need to take advantage of whatever situation to demonstrate that they are all 
about supporting students. As one of our contributors said: 
 

“For example, be supportive of students' events in whatever capacity and 
make sure they document their contributions big or small. Having a good 
rapport with students is definitely a plus. In my case, some students 
emailed me or wrote me a note to let me know how they appreciated my 
support in the form of writing a recommendation letter on their behalf or 
encouraging them to do the right thing. I think these things make for a 
strong portfolio.” 

 
Once again, listen and observe. Are teachers getting tenure easily? Are they being 
forced to jump through hoops? Are they being denied tenure or are their probationary 
periods being extended? Is turnover BAD at your school? (Over 25% of the adults leave 
each year.) If so, you might want to transfer out. Tenure is all about how well you are 
liked by your principal and how hard they will vouch for you. If there is no love between 
you and your principal, tenure might not be in your future. 
 
 
Year 3 
 
A great benefit for UFT members is the tenure workshop. A certification specialist will go 
over what you need to do and what you need to submit that is specific to your District. 
You can call the UFT at (212) 331-6311 to find out when your Borough or District is 
offering a tenure workshop. Also email your Chapter Leader and District Rep. Please 
check the requirements of your District and Division (Elementary, Middle School, High 
School) because superintendents all ask for slightly different things for tenure. 
 
Continue to be a part of School Teams and Student Activities! Staying a part of 
something for the long term looks really good. 
 
Know your tenure date. To find it, check with your payroll secretary. You’ll want to be 
proactive in meeting with your principal in advance of your tenure decision to review your 
work. If your payroll secretary is unavailable or does not know much, contact the UFT.  
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And yet again, take photos of your classroom, students working (make sure you blot out 
faces and names if you use the photos for any reason.), and bulletin boards you’ve 
made. Try to identify a student or two each semester and track their progress 
(preferably ELL or a student with an IEP). Make note of how you differentiate for them. 
Take photos of their work. If you have a student that isn’t doing well in the beginning 
and makes good progress, congratulations! That’s the student you are going to write 
about in your tenure portfolio.  
 
Keep collecting baseline and State Exam data. Years 2-4 are when the Superintendents 
look most intently at your data. Make sure you are working with experienced teachers to 
get ideas on how to teach effectively. As much as we hate standardized tests, we are 
evaluated, in part, based on how well our students perform. If you do not have 
standardized tests in your subject area or grade (for whatever reason), use 
assessments created by YOU, and evaluate your students based on their growth in 
skills and/or content knowledge over the year. 
 
The Tenure Decision-Making Framework encourages principals and superintendents to 
review multiple measures of teacher effectiveness across three categories: 
 

● Student learning focuses on evidence of student growth as determined by New 
York State Standards. 

● Teacher practice focuses on teacher planning and preparation, classroom 
environment, instruction, and professional responsibilities. 

● Professionalism focuses on professional growth and reflection, collaboration 
and engagement with the school community, communication with families, 
management of noninstructional responsibilities, and general professional 
conduct. 

 
Take a look at the binder you’ve been keeping copies of your best work since Year 1. 
Skim carefully through each section of the binder and select different samples that can 
work for the Student Learning, Teacher Practice, and Professionalism sections. 
QUALITY over quantity works well here. Also contact teachers in your school and 
District (hopefully you’ve made connections through PDs since Year 1). Ask them if you 
may look at their tenure portfolios. We have a sample digital tenure portfolio below at 
the end of this guide. 

 

There are many ways you can organize this information. Some teachers choose to build 
tenure portfolios using binders organized into subsections where they store lesson 
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plans, student work and assessments, observation reports, certificates from 
professional learning activities, and other records. 

Other teachers recommend digital recordkeeping, using online resources to organize 
files. Dropbox, Google Drive, and iCloud are all services you can use to store your work. 

Jakob suggests: 
 

“Stay on top of your certification. If it’s going to run out in eight months, now is 
the time to reapply. It takes them FOREVER to process applications, and though 
you can teach on a lapsed certification, it can mess up your tenure. They also 
don’t send you a letter saying it’s about to expire until like one month away, and 
by then it’s too late. If you are really in a crunch, your administration can call 
people at the New York State Education Department to get it processed fast.” 

 
During the spring and summer of your third year, we strongly DISCOURAGE you from 
transferring schools. Principals often use the excuse of “I don’t know you well” as a 
reason to extend your probationary period for an additional year. If things look REALLY 
UGLY or it’s an emergency, then transfer out. 
 
 
Year 4 
 
If all goes to plan, you should be able to apply for tenure this year.  
 
And yet again, take photos of your classroom, students working (make sure you blot out 
faces and names if you use the photos for any reason.), and bulletin boards you’ve 
made. You should include the photos in your binder. For each photo, add a caption that 
explains what a viewer should be looking at. For example, in Lydia’s tenure binder, she 
included photos of students playing Quizizz Live in class to show how she used 
assessment to monitor students’ comprehension, and then she used data from different 
Quizizz Live games to show how students grew over time. 
 
Keep collecting baseline and State Exam data. Years 2-4 are when the Superintendents 
look most intently at your data. Make sure you are working with experienced teachers to 
get ideas on how to teach effectively. As much as we hate standardized tests, we are 
evaluated, in part, based on how well our students perform. If you do not have 
standardized tests in your subject area or grade (for whatever reason), use 
assessments created by YOU, and evaluate your students based on their growth in 
skills and/or content knowledge over the year. 
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Select three or four students from different populations: General Ed, Special Needs, 
ENL, or Gifted Learner are acceptable categories. Give students three different 
assessments with a rubric and grade these assessments. Be prepared to give a 
narrative about the students, their educational history, your background working with 
them, and how they performed on each assignment. It’s important to show how students 
grew on each progressive assessment. Share what scaffolds you gave or took away. 
Describe how you differentiate for your diverse classes.  
 
Another teacher contributor told us to take a lot of photos for your tenure binder. When 
asked to go deeper, here is what she said: 
 

“You should have pictures of really great bulletin boards, students 
engaged in group work along with two- to three-sentence snapshot 
narratives, and student work produced from group work with students 
critiquing their peers’ work using content-specific vocabulary and a rubric. 
The work posted on the bulletin boards needs to have teacher feedback 
AFTER peer feedback. At the end of each teacher feedback, put the 
Danielson standard(s) it demonstrated. Show assessments, the data 
connected, how you analyze the data and use it to both drive instruction 
as well as create fluid student groups. How do you use your high 
performers to support the middle performers and how do you work with 
the low performers (structure)? Make sure the educational philosophy is 
woven through the portfolio using the photos, data, and documents to 
support your educational philosophy. Do not be long-winded, and choose 
documents strategically. Keep the portfolio succinct. My portfolio was 
sixteen pages. It was mostly visual with small blurbs.” 

 
Find out what your Superintendent and principal want in terms of presenting your 
materials! Do they want a binder, a folder, or a website? Because of the pandemic, 
many superintendents asked for digital portfolios. Lydia says she used WordPress to 
make a website easily. 
 
According to the UFT, while you can be tenured with only an initial license, there have 
been situations of teachers who were terminated without the right to due process for 
failure to complete the requirements for the professional certificate in the same license 
area. We strongly advise you to begin this process towards gaining your professional 
license during your fourth year of teaching in the NYC DOE. This process is long and 
arduous so please contact your Borough Rep about Certification and Licensing. The 
website where you can find FAQs can be found here: 

www.uft.org/faq/certification-and-licensing 

http://www.uft.org/faq/certification-and-licensing
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We strongly suggest you speak to your principal about when you can apply for tenure. 
(Have “The Talk.”) This is especially important if you transferred schools over the 
summer. Additionally, you may email your District Rep and ask them to look up when 
you were appointed and then work backward to inform you when you would apply for 
tenure. Have this talk early so you can ask them questions such as: 
 

1. What sorts of materials does the Superintendent look for? 
 

2. How can I improve this year? 
 

3. Should I submit a binder or a digital website for tenure? 
 
If you need to submit a digital portfolio, begin to scan materials from your Big Binder to 
Google Drive. You can easily use Google Sites to create an easy website with three 
pages -- one for each of the following: 
 

● Student learning focuses on evidence of student growth as determined by 
New York State Standards. 

● Teacher practice focuses on teacher planning and preparation, classroom 
environment, instruction, and professional responsibilities. 

● Professionalism focuses on professional growth and reflection, collaboration 
and engagement with the school community, communication with families, 
management of noninstructional responsibilities, and general professional 
conduct. 

 
If you have had “The Talk” with your principal about applying for tenure, and they say 
outright that they aren’t recommending you for tenure, please ask for clarification if they 
plan to extend your probation for another year or recommend you either for 
discontinuance of probationary service prior to the expiration of your probationary period 
or denial of certification of completion of probation at the expiration. If you do not have 
the best relationship with your principal, maybe have a trusted ally in the room with you 
to ask these hard questions. LISTEN TO YOUR GUT! If you are concerned things may 
take a turn for the worse, begin to actively job hunt SOONER RATHER THAN LATER.  
 
This is a story from Donald: 
 

“Honestly, my path to tenure was unusual. In my first year that I was 
eligible, I had to do a portfolio, and then my tenure got delayed by six 
months in which I got a brand-new superintendent who just wanted a 
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ONE-PAGE paper of why I was a good teacher. I'm being serious, that's it! 
I still have the portfolio that I made, but it's in my storage space. This 
tenure process, in my opinion, truly depends on how much your 
principal vouches for you. My principal had my back and I had the luck 
of timing; I was the only teacher that year to be up for tenure and the first 
teacher in my school in four years to be eligible for tenure, so that all 
worked in my favor too.” 

 
If you do not have a good relationship with your principal, GET OUT SOONER RATHER 
THAN LATER. Of course, things can change on a dime, but if you and your principal 
aren’t jiving well from the get-go, it might be a good chance to get out while you still can. 
 
If you get paperwork that extends your probation a year, recommends you for 
discontinuance of probationary service or for denial of certification of completion of 
probation, or is a draft of a resignation letter, DO NOT SIGN the paperwork! Ask for a 
copy and send it to your District Rep or Borough Rep. Also, contact UFT Solidarity at 
uftsolidarityhelp@googlegroups.com and we can walk you through the appropriate 
procedures to help you fight back. 
 
 

Appendix: 
 
Lydia Howrilka’s Digital Tenure Portfolio (abridged), Spring 2020 
 
 
 
Thank you again for reading this entire document! This is not an all-inclusive document 
and we will probably edit this version down the road. The best way to express your 
thanks is by making a small donation to UFT Solidarity by going to the webpage 
www.uftsolidarity.org/donate. You will even get a small gift as a thank you. Please email 
us if you’d like to join UFT Solidarity as a member. 

mailto:uftsolidarityhelp@googlegroups.com
https://mshowrilka.wordpress.com/
http://www.uftsolidarity.org/donate

