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All school and district leaders will want to pre-screen candidates to determine their basic fit and save time by 
screening out candidates who are ill-suited for these demanding roles. The district will need to determine the 
screening methods; criteria; number of “buckets” used to sort applicants in each screening method/stage; who 
will screen at each stage; and the specific language to use in online application forms.  

 

1. INITIAL SCREENING METHODS 

Considerations 

An initial screening commonly includes an online 
application and may include a short outreach 
phone call if needed.  

 Online applications screen for professional 

skills and behavioral competencies, and 

document whether candidates meet licensure 

requirements. Challenge: Although online 

applications can be tailored to the specific 

needs of the district, candidates can overstate 

experience or get help from outside sources. 

 Short outreach phone calls may be used after 

the online application review for extremely 

high-potential candidates to let them know the 

district took notice of them. Some screeners 

may also want to use a very short call to quickly 

screen a “wild-card” candidate.  

If your district wants to collect evidence on 
behavioral competencies or mission alignment 
during early screening, include the following in the 
online application:  

 Short-answer essays 

 Other evidence of candidate suitability such as 

peer evaluations, student evaluations, and 

observation notes from supervisors. 

2. SCREENING CRITERIA AND SORTING 

Considerations 

Screening criteria at this initial screening stage will 
vary by position, but at a minimum, most districts 
assess whether candidates have the correct 
certification/licensure for the position, as well as 

whether they meet other qualifications included in 
the job description (e.g., bachelor’s degree, 
knowledge of subject matter being taught, strong 
computer skills).  

Additional screening criteria should be drawn from 
the job description, but at this initial stage, many 
districts limit their screening criteria to only the 
most critical areas, such as: 

 Prior evidence of high-progress learning 

outcomes for teaching positions (more detail 

below) 

 Evidence of overall prior teaching excellence for 

teaching positions (more detail below) 

 Leadership experience 

 Mission alignment 

 Some direct experience with a critical job 

responsibility (e.g., prior evidence of 

mentoring/coaching experience, successful 

experience teaching remotely, successful 

experience leading teams) 

However, district and school leaders may also want 
to pre-screen candidates for specific behavioral 
competencies if they have so many applicants that 
they need to winnow them now; and/or if they are 
hiring for a particularly critical role that will require 
high levels of a behavioral competency such as 
team leadership or cultural engagement. In these 
cases, district and school leaders should consider 
including a short-answer essay or other evidence of 
candidate suitability, such as peer evaluations, to 
ensure that they have evidence of a particular 
competency. This evidence may not come through 
in a cover letter, resume, or supervisor 
recommendation.  
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Many applicant tracking and management systems 
can automatically screen out candidates who do not 
meet the minimum position requirements, but 
some organizations deliberately lower their initial 
screen to prevent eliminating high-potential 
candidates from non-traditional backgrounds, or 
from backgrounds that may not include direct 
experience in a similar role. For example, some 
high-potential team teachers may be switching 
from other job sectors mid-career.  

Hiring managers or trained recruiters from the 
district human resource office should screen out 
applicants who do not meet the minimum position 
requirements and then sort the candidates into 
relevant categories.  At a minimum, candidates for 
teaching positions should be sorted by:  

 Evidence of prior effectiveness or excellence, 

including the number of years of achieving at 

each level used in each applicant’s current 

evaluation system. This category ideally would 

be broken into five “buckets” for sorting, from 

least to most effective, and would include a 

measure of student progress. Sorters will need 

a way to make notes, as different evaluation 

systems will sort into different numbers of 

levels with different cut points. The most 

important goal is to identify teachers with a 

consistently outstanding track record for 

helping students learn.   

 Evidence of prior leadership experience (for 
Multi-Classroom Leader role). This category 
ideally would be sorted into two buckets, 
informal or indirect leadership roles and roles 
with full, formal accountability for student 
outcomes of a team, grade, or subject.  

Sorters may want to add other categories of 
information to their database, such as whether 
candidates have succeeded in high-poverty schools, 
schools with large numbers of advanced students, 
charter or district schools, or others.  

3. CONTENT OF APPLICATION  

Considerations 

At a minimum, online applications should include 
the following: 

 Brief checklist for applicant’s job history: This 

should be a quick check for applicants to:  verify 

that they have a valid legal work status, valid 

teaching license for the state and any required 

special licenses; explain any previous job 

terminations; provide permission for 

background checks; and alert district if and 

when they have worked in the district before, 

and what their evaluation results were. (See 

Applicant Summary tool in the Tools and 

Resources list on page 4.) 

 Cover letter and resume: The online application 

should ask candidates to submit a cover letter 

that describes how their past experience makes 

them a good fit for this particular role. Because 

many teachers will not have had direct 

experience with a particular job responsibility 

such as leading teams of their colleagues, for 

example, you can invite them to describe 

relevant leadership experiences outside of work 

such as leading a volunteer committee at a local 

nonprofit or leading a curriculum redesign in a 

school.     

 Principal or supervisor recommendation: The 

online application should ask candidates to 

obtain a recommendation from their current (or 

most recent if they are not currently employed) 

supervisor or principal. Ideally, this form can be 

emailed by the applicant management system 

directly to the person providing the 

recommendation, and returned to you by email 

so the candidate never has access.  (See Tools 

and Resources on page 4 for sample.)  

 Data evidence of student learning outcomes 

(for teacher roles):  The data evidence prompt 

should direct candidates to submit at least 

three years of data and preferably five years, if 

available, demonstrating their ability to 

positively affect student learning.  The data 

should be presented both visually and with a 

written explanation so a reviewer can easily 

understand what outcomes the data represent 

and how these compare to a standard (such as 

compared to a year of growth or scores at 

various cut levels on AP exams.).  Indicate that a 

clear communication of prior effectiveness in 

achieving student learning gains relative to 
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other teachers weighs in the candidate’s favor 

in roles where the teacher’s reach will be 

extended. Sorters should sort applications into 

five quintiles of past performance, if possible, 

looking for track records that are consistent 

over a 3-to-5-year timeline, when possible. (See 

Tools and Resources on page 4 for sample.) 

Additional items for online application: 

 Evidence of prior teaching excellence:   

Additional evidence of prior teaching excellence 

may be included with the student learning 

outcomes evidence above. The question should 

be posed to match the hiring district’s teacher 

evaluation system and need. Ideally, districts 

will have five buckets of teaching effectiveness 

matching quintiles of performance, but that 

may not be possible. If not, the top category is 

most important and should be limited to top-25 

percent or top-30 percent performers; indicate 

what the bar is and ask applicants to try to 

match their evaluation to your sorting buckets, 

so that principals and other screeners know the 

criteria used in each applicant’s prior position 

and in the district’s sorting process. 

 Short-answer essays: If the district or school 

decides to include short answer essays in the 

online application, they should be designed to 

assess behavioral competencies that are critical 

for the role, or for mission alignment.  The 

prompts should request that candidates 

describe how they have responded to a 

situation in the past, not how they would react 

to a hypothetical situation.  Limit essays to 500 

words maximum.  (See Tools and Resources on 

page 4 for sample.)  

 Other evidence of candidate suitability:   The 

district or school could decide to make including 

other evidence of candidate suitability (such as 

peer or student evaluations) optional for 

candidates.  This way if a candidate doesn’t 

have the evidence, they are not penalized, but 

those who do may include it to have this 

additional evidence of their suitability assessed. 
 

Short outreach phone calls are not necessary, but 
may be used after the online application review 
when the hiring manager decides that it is 
important to establish personal contact with 
extremely promising candidates, or to quickly 
answer a question about a “wild-card” candidate—
to confirm, for example, the appropriateness of 
their prior experience (such as that of someone 
who taught outside the U.S., or someone with 
student outcomes that need explanation or context 
around them).  These are short calls, not in-depth 
interviews (see Step 4 for in-depth interviews by 
phone). 

Time is certainly a consideration when deciding 
whether to include short—15 minutes maximum— 
outreach calls in the hiring process.  The person 
conducting this call should feel comfortable using 
this format and be skilled in rapid relationship 
building. When used well, they can be a powerful 
tool to attract promising candidates, and they can 
also quickly eliminate candidates with a puzzling 
piece of their resume.  

3. WHO SCREENS  

Considerations 

What happens next varies depending on district 
hiring protocols and the volume of applications.   

In some districts with few open positions and 
smaller numbers of applicants, individual principals 
may want to screen all viable applications. In other 
districts with many open positions and large 
numbers of applicants, human resources personnel 
may need to play a larger role in screening, in some 
cases creating a more limited pool of only highly 
promising applicants with the right technical 
qualifications for principals to consider.   

Regardless of the protocol, everyone who plays a 
role in the screening process should become 
familiar with the screening criteria that are most 
predictive of success in each role.  Human resources 
can ensure this by training its staff and principals.  
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Action Steps 

 Identify the methods of screening for each role 
(human resources) 

 Identify the criteria and sorting categories for 
screening with applications and phone calls 
(human resources) 

 Identify who will screen (principals or human 
resources, or both) 

 Develop a database with the categories for 
sorting applicants, or load needed categories 
into your human resource information system 

 Develop and implement an online application 
with all needed sections 

 Develop a form to record short outreach phone 
screening questions and notes (which are 
unique for each applicant)  

 Based on online applications, identify 
candidates who warrant short outreach phone 
screening 

 Sort applicants into categories based on online 
applications and, if applicable, short outreach 
screening calls 

Tools and Resources 

☐ Applicant Guidelines—Prior Effectiveness Data 
Submission: Details what applicants must submit to 
show evidence of high-progress student outcomes 

☐ Applicant Checklist: Provided to applicants so 
they can ensure all application items are submitted 

☐ Initial Screening Rubric—Cover Letter, Resume, 
Prior Effectiveness for Direct-Reach and MCL Roles 

☐ Principal Recommendation Form and Principal 
Recommendation Screening Rubric 

☐ Applicant Essay Questions and Applicant Essay 
Screening Rubric 

☐ Applicant Summary: For screeners to rank 
applicants based on all elements of the application 
(covered in this step and Step 4) 

 

http://opportunityculture.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Applicant_Guidelines_Data-Submission_Public_Impact.docx
http://opportunityculture.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Applicant_Guidelines_Data-Submission_Public_Impact.docx
http://opportunityculture.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Applicant_Checklist-Public_Impact.docx
http://opportunityculture.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Initial-Screening-Rubric-Public_Impact.docx
http://opportunityculture.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Principal_Recommendation_Form-Public_Impact.docx
http://opportunityculture.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Principal_Recommendation_Screening_Rubric-Public_Impact.docx
http://opportunityculture.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Principal_Recommendation_Screening_Rubric-Public_Impact.docx
http://opportunityculture.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Applicant_Essay_Questions-Public_Impact.docx
http://opportunityculture.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Applicant_Essay_Screening_Rubric-Public_Impact.docx
http://opportunityculture.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Applicant_Essay_Screening_Rubric-Public_Impact.docx
http://opportunityculture.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Applicant_Summary-Public_Impact.docx
http://opportunityculture.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Opportunity_Culture_Selection_Toolkit_Step_4-Public_Impact.pdf

