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About NAIS 

The National Association of Independent Schools provides services to more than 1,800 schools 

and associations of schools in the United States and abroad, including 1,500 nonprofit, private 

K-12 schools in the U.S. that are self-determining in mission and program and are governed by 

independent boards. For more information, visit www.nais.org. 

NAIS conducts research among schools nationally and then provides you with targeted, digested  

reports you can use to evaluate your own practices. Our research clearinghouse also identifies 

external research relevant to independent schools and helps you understand how to use the 

findings in your work.  

See the full suite of NAIS research reports at www.nais.org. 
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Executive Summary 
 

The hiring process for most organizations encompasses multiple steps and various practices, 

including the use of application forms, interviews, pre-employment testing, reference and 

background checks, employment offers, and, in some cases, employment contracts. To better 

understand the hiring process at independent schools, NAIS conducted a survey on hiring 

practices at member schools. This information will help NAIS learn ways to support our schools 

in attracting high-quality staff, hiring best-fit applicants, and screening for indicators of 

potential risk for students. 

Oversight 

More than half of the respondents reported that their school had a centralized hiring 

process. Of those with a centralized process, the oversight responsibility resided most 

frequently in the head’s office (58 percent), followed by HR (21 percent). In schools with 

a decentralized process, hiring was overseen by a dean of faculty, an assistant or 

associate head of school, or a combination of HR and an academic leader. Not 

surprisingly, in small schools, heads tended to oversee the process, even though it can be 

time-consuming. Generally, heads of school are either the first to review resumes or they 

are brought in at the end for finalist interviews or to finalize offers. In larger schools, the 

process was described as collaborative, involving several departments and people. 

Hiring Policy Statements 

Just less than half of the respondents reported having a written policy statement 

governing hiring. Having such a policy in place helps schools explain how they will deal 

with issues that may arise, and it shows that they operate in a fair and consistent way 

toward all employees.  

The most common elements included in the written policy were reference check 

requirements (82 percent), background check requirements (82 percent), and a 

designation of the person responsible for approving a position (74 percent). Elements 

that were less likely to be a part of the policy were federal and state requirements (28 
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percent each) and screening for cultural competency (23 percent). However, a majority 

of the respondents said that their school didn’t have a process in place to ensure that the 

written policy is followed; consequently, it is possible that schools have de jure policies 

that may not be followed de facto. Respondents with a process in place tended to use 

checklists. In most cases, HR was responsible for ensuring that the procedures were 

followed, but sometimes this was the responsibility of the head of school (especially in 

small schools), dean of faculty, division heads, and business officers. 

Interviews 

Almost all respondents indicated that heads were involved in interviewing for 

administrator positions, followed by faculty members and division heads. These three 

roles were also heavily involved when the school was interviewing for faculty positions, 

while staff interviews were conducted mostly by heads, business officers, and HR 

directors. 

Only half of respondents reported that their school provides interviewing staff with 

preferred interview questions, and 65 percent have screened the questions for legal 

compliance, bias, or both. At the majority of responding schools, internal staff do the 

screening. Close to two-thirds of respondents (64 percent) added that their school does 

not provide training on effective interviewing practices for staff who conduct interviews. 

This could be a challenge for schools. A standard interview process based on consistent, 

replicable policies helps ensure that hiring managers select candidates who meet 

consistent standards for the school. 

Reference Checks 

Nearly all respondents said that they require reference checks for all hired positions, but 

over three-fourths of respondents said that their school does not have training for staff 

conducting these checks. However, schools should consider offering training for all staff 

involved in this activity because everyone who conducts reference checks needs to be 

scrupulous in avoiding discriminatory questions and in using and reporting the 

information gathered in a legally acceptable manner. 
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Reference checks for administrative and faculty positions are most frequently conducted 

by the head, followed by the assistant/associate head and the HR director. References for 

other staff positions are mostly checked by the head or HR.  

The survey also revealed that only a third of respondents provide questions that must be 

asked of each reference, and 60 percent of them indicated that the questions have been 

screened for legal compliance, bias, or both. In the majority of schools, this screening is 

done by internal staff. Since reference checking has its own set of confidentiality and 

legal issues, it is advisable for all schools to make sure that their questions are screened. 

Background Checks  

As in the case of reference checks, almost all respondents indicated that their schools 

required background checks for all paid positions, with background checks most 

frequently conducted for criminal history (86 percent), state criminal background checks 

(83 percent), and state and federal fingerprint checks (70 percent). 

The survey also asked about background checks for volunteers. Because of budget 

constraints, organizational pressures, or other reasons, many schools rely on volunteers 

to perform certain functions inside and outside the classroom. However, only 56 percent 

of participants require background checks for volunteer positions. This finding reveals a 

potential liability for schools that send volunteers out into their community without 

performing proper background checks on these people. NAIS recommends that schools 

have a consistent vetting of volunteers because this can reduce the school’s exposure to 

risk. 

Participants reported that class trip chaperones (67 percent), classroom parents (48 

percent), and parent organization volunteers (46 percent) were at the top of the list of 

volunteer positions that require background checks. As with employees, the background 

checks most frequently conducted for volunteer positions included criminal history 68 

percent) and state criminal background checks (62 percent).  
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Employment Offers 

Eighty-eight percent of the survey respondents reported that they send out written offers 

of employment. Items most frequently included in the offer were salary, position title, 

and start date.  

Attracting, hiring, and retaining the best talent continues to be a challenge for all organizations. 

While factors such as education, skill sets, and experience are often shown on resumes, they do 

not describe the entire person or sum up his or her ability to do the job well. The time and 

resources spent on having in place a school-wide hiring management process that includes a 

written policy, a properly conducted pre-employment screening program, background checks, 

and extensive reference checks can help school leaders learn more about the candidates and 

make better hiring decisions, while ensuring a safe, secure, and productive workplace. 
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Background  
 
Finding highly qualified candidates who are a good fit culturally is a challenge that nearly all 

independent schools face. The National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) conducted a 

survey on hiring practices to gain a better understanding of hiring structures, policies, and 

practices at independent schools. The purpose of the survey was to gain insights into how 

schools hire their talent and to learn ways that NAIS can support our member schools in 

attracting high-quality staff, hiring best-fit applicants, and screening for indicators of potential 

risk for students. 

 

Methodology 
 
On April 18, 2017, research staff emailed an online survey to 1,657 NAIS member heads of 

school. Out of these, 30 emails bounced back, and 45 potential participants opted out of the 

survey, leaving a total of 1,582. Follow-up reminders were sent on April 25, and May 1. The 

survey received a 30 percent response rate, with 427 completed surveys and 42 partially 

completed surveys for a total of 469.  

In the graphics that follow, totals may not equal 100 percent due to rounding. 

This report was written by Amada Torres, vice president of research at NAIS, and Cheryl Pruce, 

senior research analyst at NAIS.  
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Key Findings 
 

Hiring Oversight and Policies   

Who Is Involved in Hiring  

More than half of the respondents to the survey (54 percent) reported that their school has a 

centralized hiring process. Of these, the majority reported oversight from the head’s office (58 

percent), followed by Human Resources (21 percent). Those who specified “Other” mostly 

reported that hiring is overseen by a dean of faculty, an assistant or associate head of school, or 

a combination of Human Resources and an academic lead (e.g., dean of faculty or head of 

school).  

 

When asked to add any comments about the way hiring is structured at their school, many 

respondents said that hiring is overseen by a dean of faculty or head of academic affairs, while 

others said that their division heads take the lead and get approval up to the head of school. In 

some cases, the head of school noted that he or she is in charge of the hiring process because the 

school is small, although one head noted that this was a time-consuming process. It sounds like 

heads of school are either the first to review resumes or they are brought in at the end for finalist 

interviews or to finalize offers. Many respondents noted that the process is collaborative and 

involves several departments and people.  
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How is hiring at your school organized?  

(n=468) 

 

Which office oversees hiring? 

 (n=254)  

12%

4%

6%

21%

58%

Other (please specify)

Business Office

Division Head’s Office

HR Office

Head’s Office

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Centralized, 54%

Decentralized, 46%
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Written Hiring Policy  

Half of the respondents (50 percent) reported that their school does not have a written policy 

statement governing hiring; 48 percent have such a policy. The majority of respondents whose 

schools have a written hiring policy said that it included reference check requirements (82 

percent), background check requirements (82 percent), and a designation of the person 

responsible for approving a position (74 percent). Elements that were less likely to be part of a 

written policy are guidelines on who will sit on the interviewing committee (38 percent), salary 

determination process (38 percent), criteria for selecting a candidate (37 percent), federal and 

state requirements (28 percent each), and screening for cultural competency (23 percent).  

However, a majority (56 percent) of respondents reported that there is no process in place to 

ensure that the written policy is followed, and another 5 percent don’t know whether there is 

such a process. Consequently, it is possible that schools have de jure policies that are not 

followed de facto. In addition, most respondents (91 percent) reported that there is no written 

description of the hiring policy on the school’s website. 

Respondents who have a process to ensure that all steps outlined in the written policy have been 

followed explained that they use checklists. Other options included observation forms and 

reviews by the hiring leaders. In most cases, HR is responsible for ensuring that the procedures 

are followed, but sometimes this is the responsibility of other school leaders involved in the 

hiring, such as the head of school (especially in small schools), dean of faculty, division heads, or 

business officers. 
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Does your school have a written policy/procedures statement that governs how you approach 

hiring?  

 
(n=465)  
  

Yes, 48%

No, 50%

Don't know, 2%
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What elements are covered in the policy/procedures statement? (Check all that apply.) 

(n=218)  

 

3%

23%

28%

28%

37%

38%

38%

45%

52%

56%

56%

59%

61%

67%

74%

82%

82%
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Do you have a process for ensuring that all steps outlined in the written procedures have been 

followed?  

 
(n=438) 
 
 

Do you have a written description of your hiring process on your website?  

 
 
(n=448) 

 

Yes, 8%

No, 91%

Don’t know, 2%

Yes, 40%

No, 56%

Don’t know, 5%



2017 NAIS Survey on Independent School Hiring Practices June 2017 

 

 

15 

Steps in the Hiring Process  

Prescreening Tools  

Nearly three-fourths of the respondents (74 percent) reported that their school does not use 

prescreening tools when hiring candidates. For those who use a prescreening tool, a third (33 

percent) reported using a skills assessment. The majority of respondents who use a tool reported 

“Other” (53 percent). Responses included having candidates submit a lesson plan or writing 

sample, teach a lesson, do a practical exercise or task, or participate in a prescreening phone or 

video call.  

 

Does your school use any prescreening assessment tools?  
 

(n=447)  

Yes, 24%

No, 74%

Don’t know, 2%
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What kinds of tools do you use? (Check all that apply.)  

 
(n=104)  

 

Candidate Interviews 

Almost all respondents (97 percent) reported that their school conducts in-person interviews for 

candidates. The head of school is part of nearly all interviews for finalist candidates for 

administrator positions (98 percent), followed by faculty members (59 percent) and the division 

head for the position being hired (58 percent). The same people are reported to be part of most 

faculty candidates as well, with the head of school at 89 percent, faculty members at 75 percent, 

and division head at 63 percent. For other staff interviews, three-fourths of the respondents (76 

percent) noted that the head of school conducts interviews, followed by the business officer (49 

percent) and the HR director (38 percent).  

Half of the respondents (51 percent) reported that their school provides interviewing staff with 

preferred interview questions. For those schools that have preferred interview questions, 20 

percent screen these questions for legal compliance, 4 percent for bias, and 41 percent for both. 

A fifth (20 percent) of respondents reported that there is neither compliance nor bias screening, 

53%

11%

16%

17%

17%

17%

33%
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Other
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and 16 percent of respondents said they didn’t know whether there was any screening of 

preferred interview questions.  

Participants were also asked who performs the legal and/or bias screening in the school. The 

majority of respondents reported that either one (28 percent) or more (26 percent) internal staff 

members complete the screening; 29 percent reported that the screening was done by outside 

experts.  The 17 percent who chose “Other” said that either their school attorney or the HR 

director conducted the screening. Close to two-thirds of respondents (64 percent) added that 

their school does not provide training on effective interviewing practices for staff conducting 

interviews. 

 

Does your school conduct in-person interviews for finalist candidates for all paid positions?  

 
(n=446)  
  

Yes, 97%

No, 3%
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Who typically participates in administrator interviews? (Check all that apply.) 

 
(n=445)  
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Who typically participates in faculty interviews? (Check all that apply.)  

(n=442)  
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Who typically participates in other staff interviews? (Check all that apply.) 

(n=430)   

27%

2%

2%

3%
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7%

7%
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Does your school provide interviewing teams with preferred interviewing questions?  
 

 
(n=437)  
 
 

What type of screening have you done for your school’s preferred interviewing questions? 

 
 
(n=221)  

Legal compliance, 
20%

Bias, 4%

Both, legal 
compliance and 

bias, 41%

Neither legal 
compliance nor 

bias, 20%

Don’t know, 16%

Yes, 51%
No, 49%
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Who performs the legal and/or bias screens? 

 

 
(n=135)  

 

Does your school provide training on effective interviewing practices for staff and/or faculty who 

will participate in the interviewing process? 

 
(n=435) 

  

Yes, 35%

No, 64%

Don’t know, 1%

Other, 17%

Outside experts 
perform task-

specific screens, 
8%

One outside expert 
performs both 
screens, 21%

Internal experts 
perform task-

specific screens, 
26%

One internal staff 
member performs 
both screens, 28%



2017 NAIS Survey on Independent School Hiring Practices June 2017 

 

 

23 

Reference and Background Checks 

Personnel Involved in Reference Checks  

Almost all respondents (99 percent) reported that their school requires reference checks for all 

hired positions. Reference checks for administrative positions are frequently conducted by the 

head of school (68 percent), followed by the assistant/associate head) and the HR director (31 

percent each). There was a wide range of responses for those who chose “Other,” including dean 

of faculty, division head, a hiring company, and the hiring team or committee.  

References checks for faculty positions are mostly commonly conducted by the head of school 

(48 percent), followed by the assistant/associate head (33 percent) and the HR supervisor (25 

percent). Nearly a quarter (23 percent) of respondents chose “Other” for these questions, and 

most who did so cited division heads or division directors. References for other staff positions 

are mostly commonly conducted by the head of school (41 percent), followed by the HR director 

(39 percent). Of those who chose “Other,” several mentioned division heads or the hiring 

supervisor. 

The majority (64 percent) of respondents reported that their school does not provide reference 

check questions that must be asked of each reference. 
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Does your school conduct reference checks for every position? 

 
 
(n=433) 
 

 

Who typically conducts reference checks for administrative positions? (Check all that apply.) 

 
 
(n=428)  

Yes, 99%

No, 1%

11%

1%

20%

26%

31%

31%

68%

Other

Diversity Director

Business Officer

Hiring Supervisor

HR Director

Assistant/Associate Head

Head of School

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
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Who typically conducts reference checks for faculty positions? (Check all that apply.) 

 
 
(n=424)  
 
 

Who typically conducts reference checks for other staff positions? (Check all that apply.) 

 
 
(n=425) 

23%

1%

6%

18%
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Does your school provide reference check questions that must be asked of each reference? 

(n=433)  

 

Screening and Other Aspects of Reference Checks  

Sixty percent of respondents reported that there is either legal compliance screening for 

reference check questions (23 percent), bias screening (1 percent), or both (36 percent). Nearly a 

fifth of respondents (18 percent) reported that they didn’t know what screening processes were 

done for reference check questions.  

The majority of respondents (65 percent) reported that one person conducts both screens, with 

more reporting screens conducted by a staff person or persons (52 percent) than by outside 

experts (39 percent).  

Also, a significant number of respondents (61 percent) reported that they contact references 

other than those provided by the candidate.  

More than three-fourths of respondents (78 percent) said that their school does not provide 

training for staff who conduct reference checks. Approximately half (53 percent) of respondents 

said that their school does not have a policy for who can serve as a reference for former 

employees.  

 

Yes, 34%

No, 64%

Don’t know, 1%
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What type of screening have you done for your school's reference check questions? 

 

(n=146)  

Who performs the legal and/or bias screens? 

(n=84)  
 

Legal compliance, 
23%

Bias, 1%

Both, legal 
compliance and 

bias, 36%

Neither legal 
compliance nor 

bias, 23%

Don't know, 18%

Other, 11%

Outside experts 
perform task-

specific screens, 
10%

Internal experts 
perform task-

specific screens, 
16%

One outside expert 
performs both 
screens, 29%

One internal staff 
member performs 
both screens, 36%
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Does your school contact other references in addition to the ones provided by the candidate? 

 
(n=430) 
 

Does your school provide training for faculty/staff on how to conduct a reference check? 

 
(n=430)  
 
  

Yes, 61%

No, 35%

Don’t know, 4%

Yes, 20%

No, 78%

Don’t know, 2%
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Does your school have a policy about who may provide references for former employees (i.e., 

only the head of school or HR department)? 
 

 
 
(n=430) 

 

Background Checks  

Almost all respondents indicated that their school required background checks for all paid 

positions (97 percent), with the most common background checks being criminal history (86 

percent), state criminal background checks (83 percent), and state and federal fingerprint 

checks (70 percent). “Other” types of background checks included credit checks, driving records, 

internet searches, and social media scanning. 

Participants were also asked whether their school requires background checks for volunteer 

positions. Fifty-six percent answered affirmatively to this question, with class trip chaperones 

(67 percent) and classroom parents (48 percent) being at the top of the list. Respondents 

indicating “Other” said that the school conducted background checks for volunteer coaches and 

all volunteers who come into contact with children. As in the case of employees background 

checks most frequently conducted for volunteer positions included criminal history (68 percent) 

and state criminal background checks (62 percent). About half of the respondents also indicated 

Yes, 45%

No, 53%

Don’t know, 2%
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that they conduct state and federal sex offender checks (50 percent) and state and federal 

fingerprint checks (47 percent) as required background checks for volunteers. 

Does your school require background checks for paid positions? 
 

(n-431) 
 

What kind of background checks do you require for employees? (Check all that apply.) 

 
(n= 422) 
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Does your school require background checks for volunteer positions?  

(n=427) 
 

For what volunteer positions do you require background checks? (Check all that apply.) 

(n=230) 
 
  

Yes, 56%

No, 42%

Don’t know, 2%

67%

48% 46%

24%

13%

30%

Class trip
chaperones

Classroom
parents

Parent
organization
volunteers

Trustees Fundraising
volunteers

Other (please
specify)

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%



2017 NAIS Survey on Independent School Hiring Practices June 2017 

 

 

32 

What kind of background checks do you require for volunteers? (Check all that apply.) 

 

(n=228) 

 

Employment Offers 

Almost nine out of ten survey respondents said that the school sends out written offers of 

employment (88 percent.) The items most frequently included in the written offer were salary 

(99 percent), position title (98 percent), and start date (90 percent). 
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School Demographics 

Most of the survey respondents were from day schools (85 percent) and coed schools (89 

percent). Thirty-seven percent offer elementary grades only, followed by those from elementary-

secondary schools at 30 percent. Almost one out of three of the respondents (29 percent) were 

from small schools with fewer than 201 students. Slightly less represented schools with 301 to 

500 students (24 percent), and 17 percent were from large schools with more than 700 students.  

 

Are you a boarding school or day school?  

 

 
 

(n=426) 

  

Boarding (at least 
95% boarding 

students)
3%

Day (at least 95% 
day students)

85%

Boarding/Day (51% 
or more boarding, 
less than 49% day 

students)
7%

Day/Boarding (51% 
or more day students, 

less than 49% 
boarding students)

5%
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What are the grade levels at your school? 

(n=427) 

 

What is your current student enrollment? 

 

 

(n=427) 

Fewer than 200, 
29%

201-300, 17%

301-500, 24%

501-700, 14%

Over 700, 17%

Elementary only 
(Grades PS-2, PS-3, 
PS-5, PS-6, PS-8, or 

PS-9), 37%

Middle only (Grades 
6-8), 1%Secondary only 

(Grades 9-12), 15%

Elementary-
secondary (Grades 

K-12, Grades PS-12), 
30%

Middle-secondary 
(Grades 6-12), 11%

Other, 6%
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What is the gender of the school population? 

(n=427) 

All girls, 7%
All boys, 4%

Coed, 89%


