123. Oregon teachers await fate in layoff lottery

by Yuxing Zheng, The Oregonian Sunday May 10, 2009, 7:41 PM

LAKE OSWEGO -- Once the dust over next year's education funding settles, the fate of teachers across Oregon could come down to the luck of the draw.  The Lake Oswego School District held its lottery Friday, expecting to terminate 20 to 50 first- and second-year teachers. "It is pure chance," said Tara White, a first-year special education teacher at Oak Creek Elementary. "On one hand, it's frustrating that it's not based on job performance. But I think all the teachers here do a good job." 

Generally, teachers lose their jobs to budget cuts in order of seniority. But because each year's crop of teachers starts on the same day, dozens can share the same length of service. State administrative statutes require school districts to draw lots to break seniority ties, but individual school districts decide how to hold them. Some districts, such as Tigard-Tualatin and Portland, hold a lottery each year. Others, such as Lake Oswego, hold them as needed -- raising the anxiety level during already tense circumstances. In Lake Oswego, the district's human resources director and the teachers union president gathered with a few witnesses, including two probationary teachers, to determine which teachers with equal seniority are likely to get pink slips. 

The director simultaneously drew a name and a number, then switched turns as the union president did the same. The names and numbers were stapled together, notarized and placed in each employee's personnel file. The teacher receiving the lowest number has the most protection. 

"My stomach hurts, but we did it," Kristen Winn, Lake Oswego's director of human resources, said after the 45-minute lottery. 

Teachers were e-mailed individually about the lottery results and will get the final word next month about who stays and who goes. 

Some are already preparing for the worst. 

Edward Derby, a first-year English teacher at Lakeridge High School in Lake Oswego, began looking for a new job three weeks ago after administrators warned him he'd probably get laid off. He likened the anticipation of a layoff to the grieving process. 

"There's stages of anxiety and denial and being really upset, and then you get to a point of acceptance," Derby said. "I really want to be present for my kids today and tomorrow, so I can't be thinking about next year all the time." 

At 44, Derby started a new career in teaching after most recently working as the senior dean of admissions at Reed College. He has so far found only two openings for high school English teachers in the Portland area. 

"I'm not very hopeful about finding one, but I'm looking," he said. "I'd really rather stay where I am. I really love the kids here, and I'll miss them if I have to go." 

Lake Oswego school officials acknowledge the human toll of turning people's livelihoods into a game of chance. 

"It's uncomfortable," said Winn, the human resources director. "We don't want to do this. It's emotional. Nobody wants to be the last person on the list." 

Like many school districts, Lake Oswego will take into account which positions will be cut and what licenses and endorsements individual teachers hold before turning to seniority. 

After that, it's all down to chance. 


-- Yuxing Zheng
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