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In the spring, it appeared that the nation’s schoolteachers might steer clear of the Great

Resignation, this year’s unprecedented surge in workers choosing to quit rather than stay in

stressful or unfulfilling jobs (Barnum, 2021). Since then, however, public education — just like

health care, transportation, and other sectors — has been hit by a wave of resignations and

retirements, leaving administrators scrambling to find replacements. As a recent story by AP

News puts it, “Now that schools have welcomed students back to classrooms, they face a new

challenge: a shortage of teachers and staff the likes of which some districts say they have never

seen” (Gecker, 2021).

But, of course, many public schools faced teacher shortages long before the pandemic, and if

COVID-19 were to vanish tomorrow, they would continue to struggle with long-simmering

problems. In 2015, the U.S. Department of Education estimated that, overall, roughly 8% of

teachers leave the profession every year, and attrition rates tend to be significantly higher among

teachers with 25 or more years of experience, teachers in their first few years, and teachers

working in high-poverty and majority-minority districts. The upshot, as Christopher Redding

and Tuan Nguyen explain in this month’s Kappan, is that many schools have no choice but to

keep hiring more and more teachers straight out of preparation programs, to replace not only

older veterans who’ve just retired but also the young teachers who were hired as replacements

just a couple of years earlier. As a result, the nation’s teachers have become not just younger and

younger, on average, but greener and greener, quite often serving in their very first year on the

job.

Three decades ago, note Redding and Nguyen, first-year teachers made up 3% of all public

school teachers in the U.S. Today, they form the largest cohort in the profession, accounting for

7% of all teachers. To halt the constant churn of novices replacing near novices, Redding and

Nguyen argue, school systems will have to learn much more about these teachers’ backgrounds,

their teaching assignments, and the specific professional challenges they face, so as to provide

them with targeted supports and services that can help them make it through the earliest and

most difficult stage of the career. Then, perhaps, more of them will stay in the classroom for 10,

20, or more years.

Another promising strategy, explains Amaya Garcia in this month’s interview, is to invest in

grow-your-own programs that help local communities identify their most pressing needs (for

more bilingual teachers, say, or special educators, or science teachers) and cultivate local talent

to fill those positions, tapping those who already have a strong connection to local students and

a long-term stake in the success of local schools. Some grow-your-own programs aim to steer

high school and college students into teaching, and others aim to help paraeducators and other

school staff become lead teachers. But whatever the source of new teachers, notes Garcia, school

districts, states, and the federal government should make it affordable for low-income and

nontraditional candidates to earn a teaching license. Within every community, it’s possible to

find individuals who have the talent, drive, and commitment to enjoy a long and successful

career in education. It’s up to policy makers, says Garcia, to ensure that they face no unnecessary

obstacles.
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