Teacher Shortage Statement

What is causing the extraordinary exodus of teachers after last year. What can be done by administrators to retain staff?

Real solutions to keep teachers and staff in our public schools include raising teacher pay, addressing crushing workloads and restoring our right to negotiate with our employers.
Without these critical fixes, the exodus of teachers will continue. Educators have been up-front for years about with what it will take to keep us in the profession but lawmakers and administrators refuse to listen. 
The problem isn’t a sudden shortage of educators. Anti-teacher rhetoric, politicians dictating what we teach and low pay is driving great educators out of the profession. 





It certainly feels as if teaching conditions are worse. The heated rhetoric is getting hotter, from attempts to micro-manage what teachers can teach. Pay remains stagnant. Respect seems as if it’s at an all time low. Every teacher knows a teacher who left the profession ahead of schedule, or a promising prospective teacher who chose not to enter the field at all.
But that’s not a shortage. Call it an exodus, a slow-motion strike, or a wave of teachers responding to the old, “If you don’t like it, then get out” with a resounding, “Okay, then.” Teachers have not vanished. The supply has not been used up, like a gold mine stripped of its last nugget.

The trouble with teacher shortage rhetoric is that it mislocates the problem. If we argue that all of the nuggets have been pulled from the mine, we don’t have to consider the possibility that there’s plenty of rich vein left, but we can’t mine it with a plastic spork.
Not only does the teacher shortage rhetoric continue, but this recent round treats it as a new phenomenon. Absent from most “teacher shortage crisis” articles is any historical context, any note that this exodus has been going on for years. A few researchers have tried to make the point that filling teaching positions is no harder than it has been, that current crisis talk is overblown. The trouble filling positions, as has always been the case, varies by certification and geography. An increasing number of voices make the argument that this is not a shortage, but a set of working conditions driving teachers from the classroom.


Staffing shortages are becoming common at schools across the state, said Peggy Wirtz-Olsen, a former teacher and the president of the Wisconsin Education Association Council.
"The educator shortage has been a mounting problem for a long time," she said. "We've got this alarming number of teachers who have left the profession because of unrealistic workloads, low pay, and lack of input in school decisions."
Many teachers, she said, have taken on second jobs, like driving for Uber, to make up for low pay. But the past few years have brought the issue to a head.
Teachers have been forced to work longer hours and enforce pandemic safety protocols, all while being dragged into the center of a culture war, she said. According to Wirtz-Olsen that’s sunk teacher morale and led many to leave the profession altogether.
"We saw a 14 percent increase in teacher retirements back in 2020," she said. "And our teacher education programs continue to report lower enrollments, meaning there aren't enough future teachers in the pipeline to replace all those that are leaving."
According to a 2021 report from the Wisconsin Policy Forum on the teacher workforce in southeast Wisconsin, the number of students graduating with degrees in education has been falling for the past decade. Coupled with the state’s aging population, it said staffing shortages are likely to get worse.
The main way to solve the issue, Wirtz-Olsen said, is raising pay. According to the National Education Association, the average starting salary for teachers in Wisconsin is $38,961, ranking 34th in the nation. That’s below the state’s minimum living wage of $53,239.
But the state Legislature has hampered schools’ ability to raise pay, said Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction Executive Director Tom McCarthy.
The Legislature froze funding for schools in 2021, forcing schools to use federal funds through the American Rescue Plan Act. That money is set to dry up by September 2024, and with a funding cliff looming, McCarthy said schools are struggling to plan ahead.
This upcoming budget is a chance to change that, he said.

