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Increasingly in recent years, tensions between 
school boards and teachers’ unions across the coun-
try have been running high as conflicts arise over the 
difficulty of negotiating fair contracts and balancing 
issues of teacher evaluations, teacher salaries, student 
test scores, and expectations. On September 10, 2012, 
over 30,000 teachers walked out of Chicago schools 
- sacrificing student education - and started a strike 
when negotiations between the teacher unions and 
the city fell through. After an eight-day strike, a new 
deal was finally brokered, in which amendments to 
the previous contract dealing with teacher evaluations 
and teacher salaries were put into place. However, this 
strike could have been prevented if communication 
between both sides had been improved and more 
people were educated about teacher contracts and 
their various components. 

Thankfully, junior Simon Boehme and senior 
Susanne Donovan are working in the ILR School’s 
Scheinman Institute on Conflict Resolution, led by 
Professor Alexander Colvin and Sally Klingel, to un-
derstand labor-management relations in New York’s 
public schools. More specifically, Boehme and Dono-
van are working to organize and better understand 
teacher contracts in New York in an effort to give 
the general public more information on collective 
bargaining and provide schools with ways to improve 
their education systems.

Since early 2012, Boehme and Donovan have 
been using what they learned from taking classes 
in the ILR school to contract code over 650 teacher 
contracts from New York public schools and compile 
the data into an excel spreadsheet. Contract coding 
consists of reading each contract in its entirety and 
looking for specific chosen variables, such as whether 
or not schools include a procedure for teacher eval-
uations or procedures and requirements for tenured 
and non-tenured teachers. The source of these New 
York teacher contracts comes from two databases, 
SeeThroughNY and the Digital Commons database 
in Cornell’s ILR School. After Boehme and Donovan 
analyzed the contracts, they indicated whether the spe-
cific contract was positive or negative for that specific 
variable. From current preliminary data, 91% of New 
York Public School contracts have included language 
on how to conduct a teacher evaluation, such as who 
specifically is authorized to conduct it, and other such 
stipulations. The other 9% do not have any language 
in the contract for teacher evaluations. 

In an attempt to expand their research, Boehme 
and Donovan hope to use other databases in Cornell’s 
Policy Analysis and Management Department in 
order to add social variables to their analysis, such 
as teacher turnover rate, location (urban or rural), 
and school district wealth. With this combination of 
variables, Boehme and Donovan hope to compare the 
microenvironments of separate schools and compile 
the data into one large database that will be available 

to the public. Their goal is for schools to be able to 
use the data to compare their contracts and policies 
with other schools that are similar in size and loca-
tion, but have been more successful. Hypothetically, 
these schools and their superintendents would then 
have the tools they need to improve educational op-
portunities for students. 

This data may prove highly beneficial for eval-
uating the success of new education policies. For 
example, New York State recently passed an Annual 
Professional Performance Review law, which makes 
teacher appraisals mandatory. In order to determine 
the impact of these teacher appraisals, the future 
status of the 638 public schools can be compared to 
the data that Boehme and Donovan have compiled. 
There is also growing national interest in this area of 
research: MIT has recently started a similar research 
project that seeks to analyze collective bargaining 
agreements of Massachusetts public schools in order 
to improve school districts. 

Donovan and Boehme have realized the potential 
importance of their research and the possibility it has 
to bring schools together to talk about new policies 
and contracts that benefit both students and teachers. 
“Information is power…and that power is required to 
improve the existing school districts,” said Boehme. 
Boehme and Donovan both hope that their research 
will leave a lasting impact on the nation’s education 
system.
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Rewriting the Book on Teacher 
Contracts

By Andrew Sawires ‘14

“‘Information is power...and that 
power is required to improve 
the existing school districts.’”
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For anyone interested in joining the Cornell 
Formula Society of Automotive Engineers (FSAE) 
Student Project Team, Overall Team Leader Ryan 
Kennett has only one question: “Do YOU like to go 
fast?” A student-run organization that builds and races 
a Formula-style race car for domestic and interna-
tional competitions, FSAE experienced years of suc-
cess driven by constant vehicle upgrades and tireless 
student efforts. Kennett leads the managerial aspects 
of the team and also plays a large role in development.

Although Cornell FSAE was disqualified in the 
endurance event in Michigan last year, the team placed 
9th out of 120 teams in design. Kennett believes that 
under his leadership, the team will reclaim its spot as 
one of the best in the world. He explains the team’s 
main goals: “One, win this year. Two, win next year. 
Three, learn. Four, have fun.” To this end, they aim to 
reduce the weight of the car by almost 50 pounds on 
top of the improvements made in the last 12 months: 
a new engine, electronic system, tires, and pneumatic 
gear shifters. Kennett himself has been working on 
the development of a full carbon fiber monocoque, 
the outer frame of the car. With this full carbon fiber 
monocoque, Kennett will decrease the weight of the 
car by 20 pounds and significantly boost the car’s 
performance.

Throughout his eight semesters with the team, 
Kennett has served as a jack of all trades. He started 
by working on composites, and then moved on to 
developing engines. He now works on the chassis in 
addition to being one of only four competitive driv-
ers. Having played all these different roles, Kennett 
points to his work on the car’s unsprung systems—the 
wheel, tire, and brake systems of the vehicle—as the 
contribution he takes the most pride in. Anyone, 
from freshmen to seniors, can drive the car, but the 
team prefers to “have the people that are out there 

and putting the time into the car” race for Cornell in 
competitions. Although the team has many corporate 
sponsors, Kennett says that the team is developing its 
“own technology parallel to industry” rather than 
relying on industrial parts.

Professors Al George and John Callister mentor 
Cornell FSAE as technical and business consultants, 
respectively. Kennett says, “There comes a time when 
this team becomes very businesslike,” adding how 
“[his] goal as leader is to make sure everyone goes as 
smoothly as possible and make sure no individual is 
getting too stressed.” According to Kennett, the busi-
ness-like environment pays off in several ways. Not 
only does it contribute to the overall success of the 
team, but it also teaches the members valuable skills 
about working with an engineering team comparable 
to that found in industry. Consequently, countless 
companies come to FSAE to recruit undergraduate 
team members for internships and co-ops as well as 
for full-time jobs.

Kennett is a senior in the College of Engineering 
studying mechanical engineering. In his spare time, 
he enjoys skiing and biking. He was inspired to join 
the Cornell FSAE team by his father, who works on 
automotive bodies, as well as his brother, who is a 
member of another FSAE team. Kennett explains his 
greatest satisfaction in being part of the team: “It’s 
great to know that you made a part [of the vehicle] 
and it’s a large factor of the car driving that day.”

“A student-run organization that 
builds and races a Formula-style 
race car for domestic and in-
ternational competitions, FSAE 
experienced years of success 
driven by constant vehicle up-
grades and tireless student efforts.”
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“Do You Like To Go Fast?”
By Sam Schraer ‘16

This research is conducted at the 

College of Engineering under the 

supervision of Dr. Al George and 

Dr. John Callister. To contact the 

researcher e-mail rck66@cornell.edu.

This research is being conducted in ILR 
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Resolution under the supervision of 

Professor Alexander Colvin and 
Sally Klingel.


