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The headlines don’t lie. School districts across the country are struggling to attract and keep good 
teachers, a situation that seems to be particularly acute in states such as California and Oklahoma. 
This is not a good time for schools to be facing a teacher shortage. States have raised K-12 standards 
to new heights with the expectation that all students will graduate ready for college and careers. 

At the same time, enrollments in public schools are growing more diverse and include higher proportions of 
English language learners and students with special needs. As local school leaders are painfully aware, the new 
standards will not be met if they cannot make sure all their students have the benefit of well-prepared teachers. 

School leaders are clearly feeling the urgency. At the National School Boards Association, which houses 
the Center for Public Education, the issue rose to the top of school boards’ concerns just in the last year. We 
developed this paper in order to address those concerns and, hopefully, provide some useful information for 
moving forward.

We begin by examining the scope of the problem. The first finding is hard to explain. While we know that many 
districts and even whole states have teaching vacancies they can’t fill, many in the research community have 
concluded that, nationally, there is no shortage (Cowan et al., 2015). Substantially fewer college students are 
enrolling in teacher preparation programs, but those who do appear to be completing at higher rates. More veteran 
teachers are leaving, but more new teachers are staying (NCES, 2014; Title II HEA, 2015). The net effect seems 
to be that the supply of teachers nationwide is not significantly different than it was five years ago.

teacher shortage has schools in ‘crisis mode’ … 

— seattle Times, December 21, 2015 

california teacher shortage could get worse … 

— san Jose Mercury News, January 21, 2016 

school districts of all sizes experiencing teacher shortages … 

— Peoria Journal star, January 13, 2016
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However, the overall numbers mask imbalances 
that are creating shortages on various fronts:

• By state: the nation is awarding more teacher 
licenses, but 20 states have seen decreases. 
Oklahoma, Washington, Minnesota, Virginia 
and New York have all seen certificates drop 
by one third to almost one half in the last four 
years (Title II HEA, 2015). Other states, such as 
South Dakota, struggle to find enough teachers 
to keep up with increases in student enrollments 
(South Dakota Department of Education, 2015). 

• By subject area: schools report vacancies in 
STEM fields more than others. They also have 
more difficulty hiring special education and 
bilingual teachers (Cowan, 2015). 

• By school level: there is actually a surfeit of new elementary teachers, but schools report having trouble 
filling positions in their middle and high schools (AACTE, 2013). 

• By student minority/poverty enrollments: by some accounts, it is easier for traditionally hard-to-staff 
schools to fill positions than it used to be. However, high-poverty and high-minority schools still have more 
trouble than others (NCES, Title II, 2015). 

• By staff race/ethnicity: the student population is increasingly diverse. In many states, public schools have a 
majority-minority student body. Yet four out of five teachers are white (AACTE, 2013). 

Researchers point to several reasons for these imbalances: 

• the impact of the recession on school budgets in different locations; 

• the inability of some districts to compete on teacher salaries; 

• the spillover from policies such as class size reduction and higher graduation requirements that increase demand;

• better opportunities for math and science majors outside of teaching; 

• a perceived lack of respect for teachers; and 

• the reluctance of millennials to consider teaching careers.

The question for states and districts that are experiencing shortages is how to tip the balance in their favor. 

In these pages, we will look at the national data on teacher supply and discuss the issues affecting it with a 
focus on the three main leverage points in the teacher pipeline: initial preparation, recruitment, and retention. 
We will examine best practices regarding each, including how districts have forged collaborations with 
universities to strengthen the local pipeline. And we highlight four states that have been impacted by shortages. 

We conclude this paper with questions school leaders should consider in order to fulfill their commitment to 
provide every child with a good teacher. ■
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universities produce more elementary teachers than secondary. At the same time, more high-school students are 
staying in school and are taking more courses to graduate, especially in high-level math and science, both of 
which increase demand (Ingersoll et al, 2014). 
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Training to be a teacher doesn’t guarantee the new graduate will enter the profession. The gap between 
the university and the classroom is what Jenny DeMonte of the American Institutes for Research calls 
the “teacher pipeline’s leakiest section.” Data is hard to come by, but she estimates that between a 
quarter and a half of graduates of teacher preparation programs don’t teach (DeMonte, 2016). Some 

of these graduates are merely taking some time off before heading into the teaching workforce. Even so, an 
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• Establish effective peer cohort teams. Charlotte-Mecklenburg in North Carolina improved low-performing 
schools in its district by staffing them with well-selected teams of effective principals and teachers. The 
combination of prestige and the chance to work collaboratively proved to be incentives to attract talented 
individuals into previously hard-to-staff schools (Berry et al, 2007). 

Other ways districts attract new teachers are to offer signing bonuses, salary adjustments for shortage areas such 
as STEM, or housing assistance (particularly in urban communities or other locations with high costs of living). 

Note that some of these practices are more proven than others. Studies show mixed results on the effectiveness of 
offering financial incentives to teachers, for example. On average, teachers choose to teach in a school with a more 
preferable location and good working conditions rather than a district that offers financial incentives. Further, even 
when the incentives attracted teachers into the district, it had no effect on their retention if they received little support 
once there. Improved working conditions and administrative quality and support is more important than salaries to 
teachers choosing where to work (CPE, 2008). 

Districts can start to recruit new teachers to the profession on their own by developing teachers from within 
their own communities. High schools can offer clubs and volunteer opportunities for students who are aspiring 
teachers to learn about the field of education and begin to work with students. If possible, the district can also 
offer incentives for those students to come back to their hometowns to teach after earning their degrees and 
teaching credentials (Bland et al, 2014). ■

Best practices to recruit new teachers

• Work closely with local colleges to recruit new teachers 

• Offer a competitive salary, especially for STeM teachers

• Develop programs within districts for aspiring teachers in high schools to learn about education, join 
clubs, and offer them incentives to come back to their hometowns to teach

Best practices to recruit new teachers to hard-to-staFF schools

• Offer tuition reimbursement and loan forgiveness programs

• Provide a signing bonus or housing assistance, especially in high-cost urban districts

• Differentiate salaries for hard-to-fill positions

• Support new teachers with a strong mentoring program or, if possible, a paid residency 

• hire highly trained and effective principals
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contend that falling completion rates at state teacher preparation programs -- a 37 percent drop from 2004 to 2014 
-- was actually a market correction from the glut of teaching degrees conferred in previous eras. 

Complicating matters, college enrollment data does not include alternative preparation programs like Teach for 
America or account for relatively new changes to the way data on teacher preparation programs are collected and 
reported by the state and federal departments of education.

Some reports, for instance, counted the number of licenses issued rather the number of people certified which 
ignores the fact that teachers can and often do earn certifications in multiple subjects. Also noteworthy: state 
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Public school enrollment has been on the rise. Meanwhile, state funding for public education is less in 2016 than it 
was in 2008. As the state’s per-student investment has slipped, districts are increasingly reliant on local funding. 

The bottom line of the inadequate investment is a devastating impact on Oklahoma’s teacher labor market. 
Oklahoma has long lagged in national rankings of average teacher salaries. A typical teacher with five years of 
experience and a bachelor’s degree makes $34,000. In fact, when adjusted for inflation, teachers in Oklahoma 
make less today than they did nine years ago.

Oklahoma has recruitment and retention challenges. Between 2005–06 and 2013–14, completion rates at 
educator preparation-programs in the state dropped 24 percent and that’s expected to keep dropping. Most 
students who attend Oklahoma colleges and study education typically don’t stick around the state or profession 
after graduation. 

What the teacher shortage has made glaringly obvious is that Oklahoma needn’t worry about competing with 
other states throughout the country; Oklahoma can’t even compete with its own private sector or the teacher 
labor market in neighboring states.

Between 2010 and 2015, more Oklahoma educators left the profession than joined it, according to a study 
commissioned by Oklahoma lawmakers. Even districts in Oklahoma’s most affluent and academically successful 
communities have been forced to seek emergency certifications to fill open teaching positions. 

Texas is easily Oklahoma’s biggest competitor in the teacher labor market. A 2015 study from the Oklahoma 
State School Boards Association and the Oklahoma Business and Education Coalition found that Oklahoma 
teacher salaries are about 16 percent lower than in Texas and that Texas is much more successful at retaining 
teachers. Oklahoma has significant turnover among novice teachers, and low-income schools have the most 
difficult time finding experienced teachers (Hendricks, 2015).

Despite much talk at the legislative level about the need for teacher pay raises, there’s been little action. 
Efforts aimed at gaining voter support for a penny sales tax dedicated to public education are under way and the 
question is expected to appear on a November 2016 statewide ballot. The single largest share of the anticipated 
sales tax revenue would underwrite $5,000 teacher pay raises.

Schools lost $109 million in 2016 due to an economic downturn, making the need for a dedicated revenue 
stream even more critical. 

From stipends to computers, school districts are doing everything they can on their own to lure teachers to their 
campuses. Increasingly, however, they are forced to do what Millwood Public Schools in central Oklahoma had to do.
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QUeSTIONS 
FOR SChOOL 
BOARDS

As we have shown, teacher shortages occur for many reasons. How a district addresses a shortage 
depends on understanding why it exists, in what areas, and which groups of students are most affected 
by it. Be aware that actual shortages could be hidden in overall data. For example, your district may 
report having enough teachers certified in a particular subject area. But that doesn’t necessarily mean 

all of the classes they teach are in their main field. 

Consider that in 2012, only 57 percent of high school biology teachers reported teaching all of their classes in 
their main subject; 12 percent said that less than half of their classes were related to biology (NCES, 2015). We 
also know that high-poverty high schools are more likely to have classes taught by out-of-field teachers than low-
poverty schools (Education Trust, 2010). 

School boards have a responsibility to make sure students have access to effective teachers in every class who have 
the relevant skills for their assignment. This means paying attention to quality as well as quantity. We recommend 
school boards keep the following questions in mind as they consider the staffing needs in their district:

Do we have enough teachers? How many vacancies do we have? What is the applicant-to-vacancy ratio? Are 
there particular subjects or specialized areas, such as math or bilingual education, that are harder to staff than 
others? Are there schools in our district that are harder to staff than others? What are the characteristics of hard-to-
staff schools? Does the demographic makeup of our staff reflect that of our students?

Are our teachers qualified? Are all teachers licensed in the area of their assignment? Have they come from 
traditional university programs? Alternate routes? Do we have evidence of the quality of the programs that 
produce our teacher candidates? Do we have teachers with emergency credentials? How many? Where do they 
teach and to which groups of students? Do all students have access to qualified teachers?

Are we able to recruit qualified teachers? How do our salaries compare to neighboring districts? to other 
comparable districts? Can we provide incentives in shortage areas, for example, differential pay, signing bonuses, 
student loan forgiveness? Do we provide mentoring for new teachers? How effective are our induction programs?
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state 2010 2014
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appendix c: AVeRAGe SALARIeS OF PUBLIC SChOOL TeACheRS, 2012-13

state salary

Alabama 47,949

Alaska 65,468

Arizona 45,264

Arkansas 46,631

California 69,435

Colorado 49,844

Connecticut 69,397

District of Columbia 70,906

Delaware 59,679

Florida 46,598

Georgia 52,880

hawaii 54,300

Idaho 44,669

Illinois 59,113

Indiana 50,077

Iowa 50,946

Kansas 47,464

Kentucky 50,203

Louisiana 51,381

Maine 48,430

Maryland 64,248

Massachusetts 71,620

Michigan 61,560

Minnesota 56,268

Mississippi 41,814

Missouri 47,517

Montana 48,855

Nebraska 48,842

Nevada 55,957

New hampshire 55,599

New Jersey 67,447

New Mexico 45,453

New York 75,279

North Carolina 45,737

North Dakota 47,344

Ohio 56,307

Oklahoma 44,373

Oregon 57,600

Pennsylvania 62,994

Rhode Island 63,474

South Carolina 48,375

South Dakota 39,018

Tennessee 47,563

Texas 48,819

Utah 45,543

Vermont 53,735

Virginia 48,988

Washington 52,234

West Virginia 45,453

Wisconsin 53,797

Wyoming 56,775

United States 56,065

Source: National education Association, Rankings of the States, 2014 
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state at least 10 weeks less than 10 weeks
reQuired, no length 

speciFicied
optional/no 
reQuirement

Alabama x

Alaska x

Arizona x

Arkansas x

California x

Colorado x

Connecticut x




