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Meeting the Human Resources Needs of Public Agencies


As students of public sector human resource management, we have examined the practical challenges either known or assumed to confront public personnel managers both theoretically and systemically.  For the former, we have considered the role of human capital in the success of public organizations; for the latter, we have learned about the Civil Service System: its history, evolution, and obstacles.  This paper will illustrate the ways in which many of the issues we discussed abstractly in class are experienced in reality by a public agency.  As such, it will demonstrate two things: first, the public personnel system may indeed be as practically inflexible as suggested in the literature we have read; and second, despite these shortcomings, public agencies can still manage to attract talented, productive, and dedicated workers.

Sonoma County Office of Education


The Sonoma County Office of Education (SCOE) is the symbolic locus of the country’s 40 school districts representing 170 public schools.  Accordingly, SCOE provides academic support to help schools deliver educational programs that meet high academic standards and acts as the primary institution for the credentialing and professional development of the country’s teaching cadre, including the provision of substitutes to the school districts.  In addition, SCOE operates its own schools for at-risk youth, such as pregnant teens as well as a host of other countywide intervention program.  Given the massive responsibility of ensuring a successful school system, especially in the preparation and licensure of instructional staff, it is imperative that human resources are managed effectively.

For SCOE, managing human resources is complex: It must certify teachers most of whom will not become employees of SCOE but ultimately of the individual school districts; attract and retain a workforce that is adequately prepared to operate the programs of SCOE; function in a dual personnel system in which there are two structures, one with and one without a union; and balance efficiency with the ongoing demands of fairness, historical precedence, and transparency, each of which is manifest in a Personnel Commission.


At the helm of this vitally important ship are Debbie Bautista and Don Hack.  Ms. Bautista is the director of classified personnel, the classes of employees that do not require a permit of some sort (e.g. teaching credential) and which are represented by a union.  Mr. Hack is the director of certificated personnel, the classes of employees that do require a license or permit.  Although Mr. Hack does not oversee all of the teachers whose credentials are processed by SCOE, he does assist the school districts in identifying their workforce needs.  Except for the relatively few instructional teachers employed directly by SCOE, the majority of certificated staff are not represented by a union.  While there are some similarities in the personnel systems of the classified and certificated workforces, such as health benefits, each system is autonomous from the other with regard to governance, recruitment/hiring, planning, and classification.  However, to a different degree, both systems encounter the barriers to human resources management described in the literature and that is perhaps endemic to public institutions.

Recruitment/Hiring


Much of the literature we covered this semester carried a central theme:  public recruitment and hiring are designed to be fair, objective, and merit-based; in return, efficiency may be sacrificed.  Shafritz, et al, while not excusing this trade-off, do offer a context in which to understand how the process came to be and why it still exists.  The framework of public sector recruitment and hiring was developed and refined over time based on ongoing legal opinions of the U.S. Supreme Court, resulting in a system that favors rigidity, for the sake of fairness and meritocracy, over flexibility.  Objectivity in the form of a standardized framework assumed hegemony over subjectivity (individual considerations).  We can assume this presents a barrier to managers seeking to quickly fill vacancies without following a precisely defined hiring formula that might not even result in the best candidate for the position.
 Friel goes further by stating, “by the time you’ve met the goals of fairness and objectivity, your most qualified candidates may have already found other jobs.
At SCOE, Ms. Bautista faces these obstacles with far greater regularity than Mr. Hack.  Given the dual personnel structure at SCOE, classified hiring is governed by a Personnel Commission, while certificated hiring is governed by established internal protocols, overseen by Mr. Hack.  Therefore, Ms. Bautista requires managers to allow for upwards of two months to fill a classified position, while Mr. Hack has filled certificated positions in less than a month.  It should be noted that throughout my interview, I attempted to glean the directors’ sense of the challenges they face, which was largely met with unflappable devotion to their processes (Ms. Bautista: “truly the most qualified applicant gets the job;” Mr. Hack: “the duties of the job continue to be fulfilled uninterrupted”).  While Ms. Bautista acknowledges that productivity may be lost during periods in which there are prolonged vacancies, she is steadfast in her support of the concept of a personnel commission, believing that in theory such a commission without blinding ties to the organization can and do make more objective choices than would otherwise be made.
However, both directors do criticize the examination process, and cite that as a major barrier to effective hiring.  The literature on examinations suggests that as a process it enables an objective review of candidates’ qualifications to even be considered for interviews.  Ms. Bautista and Mr. Hack agree that as a screening mechanism, the examination has periodically favored applicants that weren’t a good fit but appeared to be so on paper.  To address this, Ms. Bautista has begun working with the Personnel Commission to increase the weight given to the oral exam, which is seen as more responsive to individual attributes than the written exam.  For non-teaching certificated positions, Mr. Hack has created a system, approved by the Board of Education, in which an exam is optional.  Every candidate can choose to submit a written exam to better his/her changes of being selected, but a written exam is not considered a prerequisite to an oral interview.
Compensation/Classification


The literature on public sector classification/compensation describes the rationale for its structure as a way to ensure fairness by basing pay on the position and tenure to combat what was seen as “gross inequities in pay and concomitant problems of organizational structure, morale, excessive turnover, and inefficiency” (Shafritz, et al, pg. 177).  The literature also suggests that the resulting classification system, while fair, has not served public agencies well by being unresponsive to the behavioral reality of organizations, i.e., that they are dynamic and should be sensitive to the motivations of its workers.  Friel points out the pros and cons to “within grade increases” that, in federal employment, have been based on tenure and not on performance, thereby “rewarding” unproductive workers.

Both Ms. Bautista and Mr. Hack concur that the classification system on its own fails to serve the organization well in that by being too position-focused, classification does not adequately consider the needs of the individual and provide the necessary supports to move that individual forward.  In other words, the classification system alone provides for a well defined job description in a static environment but does not provide the stepladder for career advancement that is a crucial motivator of many employees, which translates into productivity.  At SCOE, these additional supports are provided outside the classification system proper, in the form of departmental goals with support from the HR department.  Each division is expected to work with HR in designing training plans for the advancement of staff.  In this way, SCOE is able to work within the construct of the classification system, which both directors point out do provide clarity of purpose for each job class, while building mechanisms to address its shortcomings.  Pay increases have not been moved to a performance-based system, and exist as annual cost-of-living adjustments.
Human Resources Planning


Both HR directors at SCOE cite planning as the biggest obstacle in the effective management of human resources, and specifically target the uncertainty of the state budget for the bulk of their wrath.  Shafritz, et al, concentrates primarily on how public agencies can anticipate their future workforce needs in terms of recruitment (or attrition), training, and adjusting to changing organizational missions; these foci assume a certain level of confidence about funding flows and discretion in programming.  For many public agencies, funding is tied to particular line items (and programs) in the state budget as opposed to general revenue granted to cities and counties from sales and property taxes.  When revenue drops for cities and counties, they have discretion over which positions will remain, such as police, and which will go, such as youth coordinators.  When revenue drops for SCOE, it is usually because a particular program was eliminated from the state budget and thus those workers will be laid off.  This is not finalized until May at the earliest, during the Governor’s Budget Revise, and has recently been extended until October, well after funding has expired.  This causes great concern for Ms. Bautista and Mr. Hack who feel that this scenario translates into a perpetual state of crisis planning, or planning in the moment.  Adding to this lack of control, effective planning is also impeded by the terms of labor negotiations that require all layoffs for the following fiscal year to be disclosed by May, to give workers enough advance notice.
Conclusion


Personnel managers in the public sector operate in an environment that is largely rigid, prescribed, uncreative, and complex.  Yet, as I saw with Debbie Bautista and Don Hack, many of these managers not only acquire stable workforces, but are loyal to the system itself.  They seem to believe in the purposes for which the system was originally created:  fairness, objectivity, meritocracy.  Perhaps more importantly, they link each of these qualities to the furtherance of the public good.  This, to me, suggests that the system is working better than we might think.
� Assuming there are other considerations for a job-fit which might not be measured in public hiring practices such as the culture of the organization, relevant private sector experience, and so on.





