
Merit System/Personnel Commission 
Frequently Asked Questions
What is a Merit System?
Originally conceived as a solution to corrupt patronage 
appointments, the first Merit System for school districts 
was established in 1936 to select, promote, and retain 
classified employees without bias. Today, five California 
community college districts employ the Merit System to 
govern classified school personnel.

Which employees are served by a 
Merit System?
 • Classified employees represented by CSEA
 • Classified confidential employees
 • Classified managers, supervisors and administrators

How many CA Community Colleges 
currently use a Merit System/
Personnel Commission?
Of the 73 California community college districts, only five 
currently employ the Merit System/Personnel Commission 
structure. The last time a community college district 
implemented a Merit System/Personnel Commission was 
Long Beach City College in 1978.

What is the function of the Personnel 
Commission?
Under the California Education Code (Section 88076), 
Personnel Commissions are charged with developing, 
amending, and interpreting rules and regulations to 
select and retain classified employees through the Merit 
System. To do this, three Personnel Commissioners are 
appointed. The Commissioners hire a Personnel 
Commission Director, who then hires staff. The 
Commission recruits for classified vacancies and 
administers tests to create eligibility lists. Non-NOCCCD 
subject matter experts then conduct an initial interview. 
Viable candidates in the top three ranks are then sent to 
the NOCCCD hiring authority for second interviews.

How do Personnel Commissioners 
get appointed?
Generally there are three Personnel Commissioners: one 
nomination is generated by existing classified employees; 
one nomination is generated by the Board of Trustees; 
and one nomination is generated by the other two 
Commissioners. The Board of Trustees will confirm all 
appointees in accordance with Education Code section 
88065.

Does the establishment of a 
Personnel Commission cost NOCCCD 
any money?
Yes, all Personnel Commission start-up costs, as well as its 
ongoing budget for staff and operations, will be paid from 
the NOCCCD general budget. The operation costs for the 
five California community college districts who currently 
employ a Personnel Commission range from $600,000 
(Long Beach Community College District) to over $1.3 
million (Santa Monica Community College). 

Can current staff be “transitioned” to 
Personnel Commission staff to save 
the District money?
There is no mechanism to “transition” existing employees. 
If an existing employee wished to work for the Personnel 
Commission, that employee would have to take all 
relevant tests, place in the top three ranks, get placed 
on an eligibility list, and then be selected by the hiring 
authority. Note: The existing NOCCCD Human Resources 
structure DOES NOT employ staff to create and maintain 
eligibility lists. Implementing a Personnel Commission 
would add an additional administrative structure and 
responsibilities beyond what is currently performed by 
NOCCCD HR staff.



Who has oversight of the Personnel 
Commission? Is there a way to 
remove an unfit Personnel 
Commissioner?
The Ed Code does not provide for oversight, evaluation, or 
removal of a Personnel Commissioner. Once appointed, a 
Commissioner will serve out their three year term. 

What is an eligibility list?
In order to fill a permanent classified position, the 
Personnel Commission is required to create an eligibility 
list for that classification. In most cases, prospective 
employees must take a standardized test in which they 
place in the top percentage, and then perform in a 
practical test and/or oral interview in order to be placed 
on an eligibility list. Only candidates from the TOP THREE 
RANKS of the eligibility list can be interviewed by the 
hiring authority. 

What if I am offered a job and I turn it 
down? 
If you reject an offer of employment, you will be removed 
from the eligibility list. When the eligibility list expires, 
you must retest to be placed on a new eligibility list. Also 
consider that eligibility lists are not site specific. If you 
are offered a job and decline because you want to work 
at another NOCCCD location, you will be taken off of the 
current eligibility list.  

Do current employees have to take 
tests to be considered for a new 
position?
Yes, should they wish to apply for another position, all 
current NOCCCD employees MUST take the required 
test(s) and score in the top three ranks to be placed on an 
eligibility list. Length of service at the District is not 
considered by the Personnel Commission.

Do I just have to make it onto an 
eligibility list one time?
This depends—if you get hired for the position, then 
yes. But eligibility lists usually expire every six to twelve 
months, so if you don’t get the position, you must retake 
all tests and be placed on a new eligibility list. This is true 
even if it’s for the same position that you successfully 
tested into before. (For example, in 2020 you make it onto 
the eligibility list for administrative assistant but don’t get 
the job. If you’d like to apply for another administrative 
assistant position in 2021, you must retake the tests. The 
tests may be different.)

How are the test questions 
generated? Do CSEA, managers, 
or anyone on the hiring committee 
get to write the questions?
Personnel Commissions generally get their questions 
for the standardized tests from an outside test bank 
organization. The Commission will look for a similar job 
title and that will become the test. CSEA is not a part of 
the test process. Managers or other hiring authorities at 
the District can give the Commission general duties to be 
take into consideration for the questions, but the test 
design decisions rest solely with the Personnel 
Commission Director.

Where can I find out more 
information on how Personnel 
Commissions are structured?
All established Personnel Commissions for colleges and 
schools is serviced by the California School Personnel 
Commissioners Association at 
www.meritsystem.org. 

More information at
www.nocccd.edu/merit-system-information


