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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Alabama considers whether Derrick Roberts attained tenure under the Students
First Act based on the date his employment with the Alabama Department of Youth Services became
effective. The court holds that his employment became effective when he began required training and
began receiving pay and benefits on October 7, 2019, rather than when he accepted the position in
September 2019. The court also rejects estoppel principles as a basis for awarding tenure, reverses the
Montgomery Circuit Court's judgment, and remands the case.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE The DYS defendants appealed from a Montgomery Circuit Court
bench-trial judgment holding that Derrick Roberts had attained tenure
or, alternatively, that the defendants were equitably estopped from
denying his tenure.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Ore tenus findings on disputed facts are presumed correct and will not
be reversed unless palpably erroneous or manifestly unjust, but that



presumption does not apply to conclusions of law or incorrect
applications of law to facts; questions of law are reviewed de novo.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Published
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Roberts's employment with DYS was effective before October 1, 2019, under Ala. Code § 16-
24C-4(1), such that the 2019-2020 school year counted toward tenure.

2. Whether equitable-estoppel principles barred the DYS defendants from denying that Roberts had
attained tenure.

HOLDINGS

1. Roberts's employment was not effective until October 7, 2019, when he was required to report, perform
employment-related work, and began receiving pay and employment benefits. Because his employment
was not effective before October 1, 2019, the 2019-2020 school year did not count as a complete school
year, and Roberts did not attain tenure under Ala. Code § 16-24C-4(1).

2. Equitable estoppel did not apply because the record did not show that the DYS defendants
misrepresented the circumstances under which Roberts could attain tenure, that Roberts relied on
incorrect information from them, or that they engaged in conduct inconsistent with their position.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“we hold that, under the facts of this case, Roberts's employment was "effective," as that term is used in § 16-
24C-4(1), when he was actually required to report and to perform and was being paid for that work.” (20)



“Based on the foregoing, we hold that the trial court erred in concluding that Roberts was, either under the
Act or applying principles of equitable estoppel, a tenured DYS employee before the nonrenewal of his
employment by DYS.” (24)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Roberts, a tenured teacher in the Montgomery County public-school system, accepted a probationary teaching
position with the Alabama Department of Youth Services in September 2019. Although he received an email
indicating that he would join DYS and later resigned from his prior position effective September 27, his DYS
appointment, mandatory training, pay, insurance, retirement, and other employment benefits began on October 7,
2019. DYS declined to renew his employment in 2023, and the parties disputed whether his employment became
effective before October 1, 2019, so that the 2019-2020 school year would count toward the three complete
school years required for tenure.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Roberts filed a verified complaint seeking declaratory and injunctive relief, mandamus-related relief, and
rescission of his nonrenewal. After the Alabama Supreme Court dismissed claims against agency defendants on
State-immunity grounds in Ex parte Alabama Department of Youth Services, the Montgomery Circuit Court
conducted a bench trial on Roberts's claims against the DYS defendants. The circuit court ruled for Roberts,
concluding that he was tenured and alternatively that estoppel applied. The Supreme Court of Alabama reversed
and remanded.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The case is remanded for further proceedings consistent with the opinion.
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