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Teachers are an essential and influential part
of student learning. A good teacher can add
as much as one and a half years of learning in
one academic year;! whereas a poor quality
teacher can set a student back months.? But
despite the value teachers can provide to their
students, states and districts face numerous
challenges in recruiting new teachers well
positioned to contribute to their students’
academic growth.

One challenge to recruitment is salary.
Teacher pay has gained media attention as
a result of teacher strikes in West Virginia
and Oklahoma.® Calculating starting teacher
salaries adjusted for cost of living, EdBuild
determined that the average cost-adjusted
starting teacher salary for the 2012—-2013
school year was approximately $33,000%—
more than $10,000 less than the average
starting salary for college graduates generally
($45,739).5 Recent data indicates that pay,
when adjusted for the cost of living, has
decreased in certain states from 2000 to
2017.8

Another challenge in recruiting teachers is
an apparent and/or perceived decline in job
security. In 2009, federal policy shifted from
simply classifying all certified teachers as
“high quality” to incentivizing states to adopt
new teacher evaluation and retention systems
that take students’ academic achievement
(as measured by student growth measures)
into account.” States largely responded to
these incentives and adopted new evaluation
systems that aimed to better differentiate
among teachers,® and some simultaneously
repealed teacher tenure protections. A
recent study found that these changes to
evaluation systems and tenure policies have
dissuaded some new teachers—mostly from
less selective universities—from entering the
profession.®

Further increasing the difficulty of recruiting
new teachers may be the decline in teacher
job satisfaction, which in 2012 fell to 39% from
a high of 62% in 2008.'° School funding may
have been a factor in the decline: teachers

in schools where budgets had decreased in
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the last twelve months reported lower
satisfaction rates than teachers in schools
where the budget stayed the same or had
increased.

Top Majors

Given these many challenges, and that
teacher shortages affect some subject
areas and geographic locations more
than others,'" it is important to better
understand to what degree different facets
of teaching attract or dissuade students

Using ACT data collected by the student pre-test administration

questionnaire from 2007 to 2017,'2 we analyzed results of those
students who were “very” or “fairly” sure about their college major.
Overall, interest in pursuing an education major has declined
among high school graduates. In particular, for the last six

of those years, out of 19 different college major categories, '
education has been the eighth most popular category of college
major, whereas it had previously been in the top four (Figure 1).
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from entering the teaching profession.
This study, of how high school students
perceive teaching as a profession, is
intended as a step towards improving this
understanding.

Top Ten Intended Majors, 2017
. Health Sciences (23%)
. Business (10%)
. Engineering (9%)
. Social Sciences (9%)
. Sciences—Biological & Physical (8%)
. Arts, Visual and Performing (7%)
. Undecided (7%)
. Education (5%)
. Computer Science & Mathematics (4%)

. Health Administration & Assisting (4%)

2016 2017

Figure 1. Ranking of education as an intended college major among ACT-tested high school graduates, 2007-2017
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Who wants to be a teacher?

To gauge student interest in and
perceptions of the teaching profession,

we surveyed a sample of students

participating in national administrations

of the ACT test during the 2017-2018

school year. Students who indicated that of respondents reported at least some

they were interested in teaching or who
indicated they were undecided were
oversampled so that there would be a
sufficient number of education majors in

interest in becoming a K—12 teacher:
21% were “definitely” interested; 9% were
“moderately” interested; and 20% were
“somewhat” interested. The remaining

the sample. Due to the oversampling, half 50% were “not at all” interested.

Notably, the 29% of students who were either “moderately”

or “somewhat” interested in becoming a K-12 teacher

(hereinafter referred to as “potentially” interested) averaged a

23.29 Composite score on the ACT—approximately 1.5 points

higher than the Composite score of the students who were

“definitely” interested."> More important, the group of potentially

interested students had high rates of ACT College Readiness

Benchmark attainment compared to those who were “definitely”
interested (Figure 2). Students who meet an ACT College
Readiness Benchmark in a given subject have a high probability

of earning a B or higher in first-year college courses in that

subject area.'®
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To be clear: we are not suggesting that all students planning

to become teachers are academically unprepared; over 40%

of students planning to become teachers meet at least one
Benchmark. However, academic knowledge is only one essential
component of teaching."” To provide the next generation of
students with a high-quality education, it is important to recruit
academically prepared students both by making the teaching
profession more attractive to academically prepared students

as well as by generally increasing college readiness among all
students. Neither of these goals are easy to achieve, but both are
critical to ensuring that academically prepared students enter the
teaching profession.

65%
62%

56%

54% 52%

41%

Reading Science

Potentially interested Not at all interested

Figure 2. Percentage of ACT College Readiness Benchmark attainment among survey respondents who
took the ACT test in 2017 or 2018, by level of interest in becoming a K-12 teacher




When asked to rank the top three
reasons they were interested in teaching,
interested students were most likely to
report that they enjoyed working with
children and young people (60%), wanted
to make a difference in or give back to
their community (51%), were inspired by

or had a passion for a specific subject
(41%) (Figure 3).

Notable differences between the reasons
cited by “potentially” and “definitely”
interested students included that the
former group were more likely than the

do things” (23% vs. 12%) as one of their
top three reasons, while the latter group
were more likely to cite being inspired
by a teacher at school (46% vs. 39%) or
that they enjoy working with children and
young people (68% vs. 55%) as one of
their top three reasons.

latter to cite passion for a specific subject

one or more of their own teachers (42%), (43% vs. 37%) or “to show others how to

Enjoy working with children and young people 68%
60%
Want to make a difference/Give back to the community 54%
Inspired by my teacher(s) at school 46%
Passion for a specific subject 37%
Variety-every day is different 20%
To show others how to do things 12%
Great experience in my own education 15%
Want others to have a better education than | had 13%
Family members work in education 12%
Job security 6%
Good pay
Other 4%
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

M Potentially interested Definitely Interested Overall

Figure 3. Top three reasons cited by survey respondents for reporting an interest in becoming a K—-12 teacher
Note: Select items were omitted from the figure due to a low number of responses.®



B ACT Research & Policy Encouraging More High School Students to Consider Teaching

Why aren’t students
interested in teaching?

The overwhelming reason that students

are not interested in teaching is salary.

Nearly two-thirds (63%) of those

interested in teaching cited pay as one

It doesn't initially pay very well

Not much opportunity for career development

| wouldn't be good at it

| don't like working with children or young people

Teachers do not get enough respect

Too much pressure to “teach to the test”

Other

| cannot be my own boss

Lack of school resources and supplies

There are teachers | don't like

Requires working too many hours

not

of the top three reasons they were not
interested in teaching (Figure 4). Other
frequently cited reasons included not
much opportunity for career advancement
(43%) and that they would not be good at

teaching (40%).
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The concern about salary was also
expressed by those “potentially” interested
in teaching. When asked what would
increase their interest, 72% of this group
cited better pay as one of their top three
reasons (Figure 5).

100%

Figure 4. Top three reasons cited by survey respondents for reporting a lack of interest in becoming a K-12 teacher

Better pay

More flexibility in how | would do my job

More opportunity for career advancement

More prestige or respect

More opportunities for college scholarships

Safer schools and classrooms

Less work outside of school hours

More opportunities for student loan forgiveness

Learning more about what the job entails

Other
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Figure 5. Top three reasons cited by “potentially” interested survey respondents as factors that would increase their interest in

becoming a K—12 teacher
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Addressing concerns about
starting salary

By far, the biggest challenge for teacher
recruitment is starting salary. “Potentially”
interested students reported wanting a
lower starting salary than students not
interested in teaching; however, the
starting salary would need to be increased
to $50,000-59,000 to improve interest

100%
80%
60%
409 37%
& 29%
20% 0% 14%
5%
" B
0% -
At least $40-$49K $50-$59K
$40,000

M Not interested in teaching

in teaching among the majority of these
students (56%; Figure 6). Thirty-nine
percent of students not interested in
teaching would also consider teaching
if the starting salary was raised to this
range.

Another potential approach to addressing
the challenge of low starting salary might
be to increase students’ familiarity with the

34%
279 30% ’

15%

$60-$69K $70K or more

Potentially interested in teaching

Figure 6. Preferred starting salary for K-12 teaching among survey respondents
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Licensure
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249 243
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Salary Schedule Benefits

Potentially interested

Not at all interested

teacher salary schedule—that is, the pace
at which teacher salary increases with
longevity in the position. Students were
asked to rate various aspects of teaching
on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 was “Not
familiar at all” and 5 was “Extremely
familiar.” On average the students

who were potentially interested or not
interested in teaching reported being only
“slightly” to “moderately” familiar with

the teacher salary schedule (Figure 7).

It is possible that if students knew that
teaching offers an opportunity for salary
growth, they may be more interested in
pursuing teaching as a career.

The figure also shows that students were
relatively unfamiliar with other aspects

of the teaching profession such as
benefits (e.g., health coverage, retirement
pensions). Although teacher pensions
require reform,® they are a benefit that
could help compensate for low starting
salary for those teachers who plan to

stay in the same district throughout their
career.?°

297

2.58
2.34

Evaluation

Figure 7. Average familiarity with aspects of the teaching profession among survey respondents
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Recommendations

Our research indicates that education as
a major has declined in popularity among
ACT-tested high school graduates, and
that the students most interested in being
K-12 teachers are less academically
prepared than other students. The
recommendations below are intended to
improve teacher recruitment efforts with
an eye toward attracting students who can
be most successful in the classroom.

1. Increase salary for beginning
teachers.

As discussed, salary was identified as

a major reason that students were not
considering teaching. To compete for
higher-performing students’ interest,

the average starting salary for teachers
should be raised. Based on results from
our survey, starting salary would need to

Notes
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