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comprehensive source of data on teachers 
in the U.S. 

While our intent was simply to provide 
a bird’s-eye view of key developments, 
these trends raise significant questions. 
Why are they occurring, what are their 
sources, and what are the implications 
for education reform and policy? I will 
summarize five of the key trends we 
identified, along with some takeaways and 
questions for state boards of education 
and others involved in state education 
policymaking to consider.

1. Ballooning
The K-12 teaching force is one of the 

largest occupational groups in the United 
States. Moreover, over the past three 
decades, it has grown dramatically—and 
far faster than the student population. 
Although elementary and secondary 
student enrollment has risen 22 percent 

The U.S. elementary and secondary 
teaching force in recent decades has 
changed significantly and in important, 
sometimes surprising ways. It has become 
far larger, far less experienced, less diverse 
by gender, and more diverse by race-
ethnicity. And it remains unstable. Yet 
researchers, policymakers, and the public 
appear not to have much marked these 
trends, even the most dramatic ones.

When we embarked on exploratory 
research on the teaching force several years 
ago, we were surprised to discover these 
transformations.1 Our data source was the 
U.S. Department of Education’s nationally 
representative Schools and Staffing Survey 
and its successor, the National Teacher 
Principal Survey, which collected extensive 
information from large samples of teachers 
from public, private, and charter schools 
in all states over the three-decade period 
from 1987 to 2018.2  It is the largest, most 

State policymakers looking 
to increase recruitment 

and retention should keep 
an eye on these long- 

term trends.
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since the late 1980s, the number of teachers has 
grown 54 percent (figure 1). 

One source of this dramatic growth in the 
teaching force has been class-size reduction, 
particularly at the elementary level, which has 
been a popular reform in some states. But a far 
larger factor has been the growth in particular 
fields and subjects. For instance, the numbers 
of math and science teachers grew by over 75 
percent during this period—at least partly due 
to increases in the number of math and science 
courses required for secondary school gradua-
tion. Two other growth fields have been special 
education and foreign language teachers, which 
increased by 84 and over 100 percent, respec-
tively. Another growth field has been elemen-
tary enrichment/elementary subject special-
ists, who teach only one subject such as art, 
music, physical education, computer science, or 
mathematics to different classes of elementary 
school students. These specialists increased by 
146 percent. But the most dramatic growth field 
has been in English as a second language (ESL)/
bilingual education, which jumped by a whop-
ping 201 percent. 

We have not yet uncovered all the factors 
responsible for the rapid increase in the number 

of teachers. But further investigation of the 
sources of this growth is warranted, given the 
broad implications. It is important to recog-
nize that schools have been hiring more math, 
science, special education, ESL/bilingual, foreign 
language, and elementary enrichment/special-
ist teachers in response to what the public 
wants. These are high-demand fields. And while 
entirely beneficial for many students, this expan-
sion has been costly, given that teacher salaries 
are a large portion of school budgets. 

How much extra has the ballooning cost 
beyond what would have been necessary to 
simply keep pace with student enrollment 
increases? My colleagues and I made an approxi-
mate and conservative estimate that, from 1987 
to 2018, the additional aggregate cost of salaries 
due to hiring teachers at a rate more than twice 
that of students was well over $45 billion. Our 
point is not that these increases were unneces-
sary, excessive, or ill spent. Our point is simply 
that the ballooning leaves us with sobering ques-
tions: How have school systems coped with such 
costs, how has this been paid for, and what will 
it mean for future increases in teachers’ salaries 
that reformers have proposed? 
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Figure 1. Number of Elementary and Secondary School Teachers and Students,  
1987–88 to 2017–18

Since the late 1980s, the 
number of teachers has 
grown 54 percent.
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can hamper students’ academic achievement by 
depriving them of the quality of instruction that 
experienced teachers can provide. 

Greening also has large financial implications. 
An increasingly inexperienced teaching force 
is cheaper, as they tend to earn lower salaries. 
Thus greening could offset some of the increased 
payroll costs from ballooning. For instance, 
in 2016, the average starting salary for public 
school teachers with a college degree and no 
teaching experience was about $38,800; that 
same year, the average salary for veteran public 
school teachers with over 15 years of experience 
and a master’s degree was about $66,500.

3. More Female 
Teaching has traditionally been female 

dominated, and despite the growth in other 
career options available to women, teaching 
has become surprisingly even more female. 
The proportion of female teachers increased 
from 66 percent in 1980 to over 76 percent in 
2018 (figure 3). This change in the female-to-
male ratio has not been caused by a decline in 
the number of males entering teaching—that 

2. Greening
Simultaneously, the number of beginning 

teachers has increased dramatically—a work-
force “greening” made starker by retirements 
of veteran teachers. Most of these beginners 
are young, recent college graduates. However, a 
significant number are older, but inexperienced, 
beginning teachers who have made mid-career 
switches. For instance, in 2018 about 36 percent 
of new teachers in schools were over age 29, and 
about 15 percent were over 40.

The distribution of teachers by years of 
teaching experience is illustrated in figure 2. In 
1987–88, the modal, or most common, teacher 
had 15 years of teaching experience under their 
belt. By 2017–18, the modal teacher was a begin-
ner in their first year. In raw numbers, there are 
far more beginners than before. For example, 
in 1987–88, there were about 84,000 first-year 
teachers. By 2017–18, there were about 300,000.

On the one hand, it can be beneficial for 
schools to bring in new faculty. They can be a 
source of fresh ideas and energy. On the other 
hand, an increasing number of beginners 
coupled with a decreasing number of veterans 

Figure 2. Teaching Experience of Teachers, 1987–88 and 2017–18 (Years)
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some of the increased 

payroll costs from 
ballooning.
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4. More Diverse by Race-Ethnicity 
While the teaching force is becoming more 

homogenous gender-wise, the opposite is 
true for racial and ethnic diversity. At first, 
this finding may also seem surprising. There 
has been a great deal of concern in recent 
decades that the teaching force looks less and 
less like America and, in particular, less and 
less like the students. As the nation’s popula-
tion and students have grown more diverse, it 
is widely held, the teaching force has not kept 
pace. In response, numerous government and 
nongovernment organizations have instituted 
and funded programs and initiatives to recruit 
teacher candidates from underrepresented 
racial-ethnic groups. By 2010, over half of the 
states had such teacher recruitment policies or 
programs in place.

A hidden success story emerged. While the 
proportion of students of color in schools is 
still far greater than that of teachers of color, 
between 1988 and 2018, the number of minority 
and teachers of color increased faster than that 
of White, non-Hispanic teachers and also than 
that of students of color (figure 4). Since the 
late 1980s, the number of teachers of color has 
increased by 148 percent, to 810,000. However, 

number has grown by 29 percent since the late 
1980s. But the number of female teachers grew 
over twice as fast during the same period, with 
the growth concentrated at the secondary level. 

The reasons are unclear. Perhaps the increase 
has to do with the challenge of negotiating dual 
roles of homemaker and breadwinner—the 
fit between work and family life. Given that 
teachers have regular seasonal breaks and 
at least ostensibly early-ending work days, 
caring for family is sometimes thought to be 
more manageable for teachers than for those 
in many other jobs and careers. In turn, given 
the continuing disproportionate responsibil-
ity women are bearing for household labor and 
child rearing, this perceived workday structure 
may still be attracting women to teaching at 
disproportionate rates.

If the trend continues, 8 of 10 U.S. teach-
ers may soon be female. A large percentage of 
elementary schools will have few, if any, male 
teachers. An increasing number of students may 
encounter few male teachers in either elemen-
tary or secondary school. Given the importance 
of teachers as role models and even as surrogate 
parents for some students, some will see this 
trend as a problem and a policy concern.

Figure 3. Percent Female Teachers, from 1980–81 to 2017–18
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does not tell the whole story. Since the teaching 
force has grown much larger, numerically there 
are far more teachers departing schools now 
than in the past.

Teacher turnover rates vary across states, 
regions, and school districts, but the largest 
variations are between schools, even within the 
same school district. Annually, about 45 percent 
of all public-school teacher turnover takes 
place in just one-fourth of public schools, with 
high-poverty schools and both urban and rural 
schools experiencing higher rates of turnover. 

There are also large differences in turnover 
among types of teachers. As mentioned already, 
minority teachers and teachers of color have 
higher than average rates of turnover. But begin-
ning teachers have among the highest departure 
rates. Our analyses of national longitudinal data 
document that between 40 to 50 percent of those 
who enter teaching leave teaching altogether 
within five years. Coupled with the balloon-
ing trend, this trend indicates a growing flux 
and instability in the teaching force, as both the 
large numbers of those entering teaching and 
the large numbers of those exiting have been 
increasing in recent years. In short, those in the 
largest group, beginners, in one of the largest 
occupations—teachers—have been leaving at 

the data also show large differences in the pace 
of these teacher increases by group. For instance, 
the number of Asian teachers increased by 263 
percent, and the number of Hispanic teachers 
increased by 373 percent, but the number of 
Black teachers increased by only 29 percent.

Thus the data suggest that efforts to recruit 
teachers from underrepresented racial-ethnic 
groups have made real progress—something of 
an unheralded success. Yet that success is threat-
ened by turnover rates among minority teachers, 
which are much higher than those of White, 
non-Hispanic teachers and have also increased.3  

5. Less Stable
Elementary and secondary teaching has long 

been marked by relatively high rates of turnover, 
both from teachers switching between schools 
and from leaving teaching altogether. Attrition 
rates by those leaving the occupation entirely are 
higher than those in a number of other occupa-
tions, including police officers, nurses, pharma-
cists, lawyers, engineers, and physical therapists 
(figure 5).

Turnover in the teaching occupation overall 
has increased over the past three decades. 
Moreover, the increase in the annual percentage 

Figure 4. Number of Students and Teachers, by Race/Ethnicity, from 1987–88 to 2017–18  
(percentage change)
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teachers, minority and teachers of color, and 
teachers in disadvantaged schools should be a 
key priority of school leaders and policymakers. 

Implications
There are good reasons to investigate the 

sources of these trends and to continue tracking 
them. If they do indeed continue, serious finan-
cial, structural, and educational consequences 
will follow for America’s educational system. 
For instance, will the teaching force continue to 
grow at a faster rate than the student population 
it serves and, if so, why? If the teaching force 
does continue to balloon, the expense to local 
school districts could become unsustainable.

Will the teaching force continue to become 
more female and, if so, why? If the teach-
ing force does continue to become even more 
female-dominated, with the presence of male 
role models a rarity for an increasing number of 
K-12 students, there could be negative implica-
tions for students, both male and female.

Will an increasing number of new hires 
decide not to stay in teaching, making it increas-
ingly an occupation practiced by the young 
and inexperienced, and, if so, why? If this trend 
continues, the expense to local school districts 
could become more sustainable because of lower 

relatively high rates, and these rates have held 
steady or even increased in recent decades.

Teachers depart for many reasons, but the 
most frequently cited is job dissatisfaction—
especially with school management, account-
ability and testing, and lack of input into school 
decision making.

Employee turnover in any occupation has 
pros and cons, costs and benefits. On the one 
hand, some degree of employee turnover, with 
the accompanying job and career changes, is 
normal, inevitable, and can be efficacious for 
individuals, organizations, and the economic 
system as a whole. Too little turnover is tied to 
organizational stagnancy; effective organizations 
usually both promote and benefit from a limited 
degree of turnover by eliminating low-caliber 
performers and bringing in “new blood” to 
promote innovation.

On the other hand, high levels of departures 
are worrisome. Not only can they be a symptom 
of underlying problems in how well organiza-
tions function, they can also entail costs and 
other downsides for organizations and systems. 
Turnover plays a significant, often underappreci-
ated role in teacher shortages.4  The data suggest 
that greater attention to retaining beginning 

Figure 5. Among 2007–08 College Grads Who Entered Selected Occupations by 
2012, Percent Gone from Occupation by 2018

cont'd on page 61
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overall average salary costs per employee. In 
other words, there may effectively be a finan-
cial trade-off between the growing numbers of 
teachers and their decreasing experience. But as 
the older segment of the teaching force retires, 
will the newcomers stay long enough to become 
the next generation of veterans?

The national data we analyzed ends with 
spring 2018, raising questions about whether the 
pandemic that began in spring 2020 will alter 
the trajectory of these trends. The answers will 
not be revealed until the next cycle of national 
data is released—probably by 2023. I would 
guess these long-term trends will continue. 
Moreover, it appears that trend number 5—
instability—has already increased. All indica-
tions are that teacher turnover is rising and will 
continue to do so. With the pent-up stress teach-
ers accumulated during the pandemic and as 
the economy improves, teachers will be able and 
willing to increasingly seek other employment 
options. It will be most tempting for teachers in 
low-income schools, with their added stresses, 
to explore those options. Hence, state education 
leaders’ efforts to address teacher turnover will 
be more important than ever. 
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