When researchers analyzed
the last 20 years of |
demographic data from the
Schools and Staffing Survey,
they found a few surprises.

Richard Ingersoll and Lisa Merrill

as the elementary and secondary teaching
force in the United States changed in
recent years? And il so, how?
To answer these questions, we recently
_ embarked on a research project to explore
trends over the past two decades. We were surprised by
“what we found. The teaching force has, indeed, been
changing—and some of the most dramatic trends appear




to be little noticed hy researchers, policymakers, and the
public.

We analyzed data from the largest and most compre-
hensive source of information on teachers available—the
Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) and its supplement,
the Teacher Follow-Up Survey (TFS)." Conducted by the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), the
SASS administers survey questionnaires to a random

sample of about 50,000 educators representing all types
of teachers, schools, and districts and all 50 11.S. states.
Unlike most major large-scale education surveys, SASS
focuses on teachers rather than students.

Six cycles of SASS have been administered over a 20-

“year period: 1987-88, 1990-91, 1693-04 19992000,

2003-04, and 2007-08. We decided to take advantage
of the depth and duration of these data to explore our




questions about the demographic status
of the teaching profession. Here are six
of the most intriguing trends we found.

Trend 1: Ballooning

K12 teaching has long heen one of the
largest occupational groups in the
United States, and it is growing even
larger. Although elementary and
secondary student enrollment (public,
private, and charter) has risen 19
percent since the mid-1980s, the
nurmber ol teachers has increased at a
far faster vate, prowing 48 percent (see
fig. 1).

What accounts for this ballooning of
the teaching lorce? One possible expla-
naticn is that a reduction in teachers’
workloads—class sizes, hours worked,
or classes taught per day—has made it
necessary to employ more teachers,
When we checked out this explanation,
we found that elementary-level class
size did go down 20 percent during this
period, from an average of 26.2 1o 21.1
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The ballooning of the
teaching force has
resulted in a surge of
beginning teachers.

students per general elementary school
classroom. Accordingly, the number of
general elementary school teachers
increased. Because elementary teachers
represent almost one-third of the entire
teaching force, their increase explains a
pertion of the baliooning—hbut not as
much as one might expect.

In contrast tc elementary classrooms,
typical subject-area courses at the
middle and high school levels experi-
enced little change in class size. The
average public middle or secondary
school class was 24.3 students in
1987-88 and 23.4 students in
2007-08. Moreover, during this period

there were slight increases in the
average number of class periods
teachers taught each day and the
number of hours they worked each
weelk.

The data indicate that a more signifi-
cant source of the ballooning is the
growth of special education, perhaps
linked to changes in the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act. As
Figure 1 shows, the number of teachers
with majors in special education
increased by 102 percent compared
with only 33 percent for general
elementary school teachers. Special
education classes average about one-half
the size of general education classes in
elementary and secondary schools. The
increase in special education teachers
alone accounts for almost one-fifth of
the entire increase in the teaching force.

Another source of the ballooning is a
dramatic increase—111 percent—in the
number of teachers of elementary
enrichment classes. These are instruc-
tors who teach one subject
(predominantly art, music,
or physical education) to
most of the students in an
elementary school.

As the teaching force has
grown, it has also experi-
enced large shifts at the
middle and secondary levels.
The overall number of
subject-area teachers in these
grades has increased by 50
percent, but there have been
winners (math and science,
as well as special education)
and losers (art, music, and
physical education). The
number of teachers with
math degrees has gone up by
74 percent, and the number
of teachers with science
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degrees has gone up by 86
percent.

Interestingly, the data also
show that the fastest rate of



increase inx math and science teachers
cccurred during the 1990s, before the
advent of No Child Left Behind. As
states implemented increased course
requirements for high school gradua-
tion, especially in math and science, the
number of students taking classes in
these suhjects wernt up by 69 percent
and 60 percent, respectively, between
1987-88 and 2007-08. These changes
undoubtedly have driven the large
increase in the employment of reachers
with math and science degrees.

What are the iraplications of this
rapid growth in the teaching force? One
sobering implication is the financial
cost, given that teacher salaries are the
largest item in school district budgets.
The questions arise, How have school
systems hkeetn able to cope with such an
increase in their largest budget itern,

_and whe pays [or it? How much of the
increase in special education staft has
been covered by federal, state, or local
funding to schoals?

Another issue related 1o these data is
an ongoing concern amerng policy-
makers about the math and science
teacher shortage. We have explored this
issue in depth elsewhere (Ingersoll &
Perda, in press). The data show that,
contrary to conventional wisdom, the
new supply of qualified math and
science teachers has more than kept
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The teaching force has been changing—-

and some of the most dramatic trends

appear to be little noticed by researchers,

policymakers, and the public.

pace with increases in both teacher
retirements and student enrollments.

Trend 2: Graying

The teaching force has gotten older. We
often hear about this trend, and the
SASS data confirm it. As shown in
Figure 2 (p. 17}, in 1987-88 the age
distribution of public school teachers
was shaped like a tall peak: The modal,
OF oSt common, age was 41. By
2007-08, the modal age had increased
to 35. Moreover, the number of teachers
50 years or older increased from about
530,000 in 1988 to 1.3 million in 2008.
As a result, teacher retirernents have
increased from 35,000 in 1988 to
87,000 in 2004 (the most recent data
available).

The aging cf the teaching force has
cost implications for school budgets and
state pension systems. Veteran teachers
earr higher salaries, and the increased
number of retirees requires greater
spending on pensions. But if schools

replace retirees with new teachers, whe
earn Jower salaries and who pay into
state pension plans, these additional
costs could be absorbed. As we will
discuss in Trend 3, not only have
Tetirees been replaced with newcomers,
but the flow of newcomers has become
a flood.

Ancther implication of the aging of
the teaching force, long noted, is its
effect on teacher supply. Our analyses of
the data indicate that the average age ol
retirement for teachers 1s 59 and that
the mumber of teachers retiring will
probably reach an all-time high in
2011-12 and then begin to decline.
However, often overlooked is the fact
that teacher retirements have always
represented a small portion of those
leaving teaching—Iless than one-third in
recent years. In our research on the
teacher shortage, we found that school
staffing problems are more related to
preretirement turnover than to retire-
ments (Ingersoll & Perda, in press).
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Trend 3: Greening

Graying is not the only age trend for
teachers; an opposite trend has been
going on simultaneously. As Figure 2
shows, by 2008 the teacher age distri-
butien had become two-peaked, with
large proportions of teachers at both
ends of the age spectrum.

The ballooning of the teaching force
has resulted in a surge of beginning
teachers (which includes not only
young teachers but also a growing
number of older career switchers). In
1987-88, the modal teacher had 15
years of teaching experience under his
or her belt. By 2007-08, the modal
teacher was not a gray-haired veteran
but a beginner in his or her first year of
teaching.

This redistribution in age and experi-
ence has both positive and negative
implications. New teachers can be a
source of fresh ideas and energy. On the
other hand, for many schools and school
systems, veterans will become scarce,
with'increasingly fewer teachers able to
provide mentoring and leadership.

Trend 4: Becoming More
Female-Dominated

In the past several decades, many occu-
pations and proflessions that were tradi-
rionally male-dominated have opened
up to women. With alternatives increas-
ingly available, one might conclude that
fewer women would enter traditionally
ferale-dominated occupations.

This has not happened fer teaching,
however. SASS data as well as the NCES
Common. Core of Data show that the
proportion of teachers who are female
has steadily increased, from 66 percent
m 1980 to 76 percent in 2007-08. This
change in the female-to-male ratio has
not been caused by a decline in the
number of males entering teaching—
that number has grown by 26 percent
since 1987-88. But the number of
fernale teachers grew almost twice as
much during the same period.
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New teachers can
be a source of fresh

ideas and energy.

The increase in female teachers has
been concentrated at the secondary
level, where male teachers were in the
majority until the late 1970s. There
have been only slight increases at the
elementary level, where females have
long been in the majority.

The reasons for this trend are unclear,

A contributing factor might be that the
proportion of adult women entering the
paid worklorce, as a whole, has dramat-
ically increased. Hence, although
women have more varied career oppor-
tunities than in the past, more women
overall are seeking employment and a
portion of those are still entering
teaching. Moreover, a shertened day,
winter and spring breaks, and long
summer vacations that have tradition-
ally made teaching a more manageable

career for mothers of young children
may still be factors attracting women o
teaching. In addition, women now have
more varied career opportunities in
education, as evidenced by the increases
in female teachers at the secondary
level and dramatic increases in the
rumber of female administrators.

1f this trend continues, by 2012 more
than 80 percent of teachers in the
United States will be fernale. An
increasing number of students may
encounter few, if any, male teachers
during their elementary and secondary
school careers. Given the importance of
teachers as role models, and sorretimes
as surrogate parents, this trend could
certainly be a pelicy concem.

Trend 5: Becoming Less Stable
The data show an increase in teacher
rurnover, which includes both teachers
who move between schools and
teachers who leave the prolession alto-
gether. Average turnover rates fluctuate
[rom year to year, but overall they have
increased since the early 1990s by 28




percent (frem 13.2 percent in 1991-92
to 16.9 percent in 2004-05).

One question that naturally arises is
how teacher turnover rates compare
with turnover rates in other occupa-
tions. In other analyses of national dara
(Ingersoll & Perda, 2010), we have
[ound that, as one might expect,
teaching has more annual turnover than
some higher-status professions (such as
lawyers, engineers, architects, profes-
sors, and pharmacists}; about the same
rurnover as sone occupations {such as
police officers and corrections officers);
and less rarmover than some lower-
status lines of work {such as child care
workers, secretaries, and paralegals).

But these figures mask large differ-
€nces In turnover rates between
different types of teachers and between
dilferent types of schools, revealing the
need to disaggregate the data. For
examyple, increases in turnover were
higher for beginning teachers. Rates of
turnover for fivst-year public school
teachers rose from 21.4 percent to 28.5
percent from 1988 to 2004—a 31
percent increase.

For most of the past decade and a
half, annual rates of teacher turmover
differed little by race or ethnicity. That
changed in 200403, however, when
turnover rates among minority teachers
became signilicantly greater than those
for white teachers.

Teacher turnover is also not equally
distributed across states, regions, and
school districts. The largest variations
by location, however, are those between
different schools, even within the same
district. The data show that in 2004-05,
45 percent of all public school teacher
turnover took place in just one-fourth of
public scheols. High-poverty, high-
minerity, urban, and rural schools have
the highest rates of turnover. Not only
were the rates higher in these kinds of
schools, but in the case of cross-school
moves, teachers’ destinations differed.
The data show a signilicant annual shuf-

The proportion

of teachers who are
female has steadily

increased.

fling of teachers from poor to wealthier
schools, from bigh-minority te low-
minority schools, and from urban to
suburban schools.

These changes have large implications.
Employee turnover in any occupation,
including teaching, has pros and cons,
costs and benelits. As mentioned before,
our research has found that teacher
turnover plays a large role in school
staffing problems and teacher shortages
(Ingersoll & Perda, in press). Increases in
rurnover may further exacerbate these
problems. In additicn, education policy-
makers need to look closely at what can
be done about the increasing turnover
rates among beginning teachers and
minority teachers, as well as in dis-

advantaged schools, which are tradition-
ally amoeng the hardest to staff.

Trend 6; Holding Steady

in Academic Abilities

The belief that the “best and brightest”
college graduates find teaching less
attractive than other career options i3
widespread. This belief is supported by
a umber of studies showing teachers’
standardized test scores to be well
below the average for all college gradu-
ates (see Corcaran, Evans, & Schwab,
2004). Tor instance, in analyzing
national data from NCES5 Baccalaureate
and Beyond Survey, we found that in
the college class of 19992000, those
majoring in education tended to have
ameng the lowest average SAT scores.
Moreover, those majoring in subiects
other than education who went eon to
become teachers also had lower SAT
scores than those with the same major
whe did not go into teaching.

Another measure of an individuals
academic ability is the selectivity or
competitiveness of his or her under-
graduate institution. To assess how the
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academic ability of teachers may have
changed over the past two decades, we
looked at trends in this measure using
Profiles of American Colleges (Barron's
Fducational Series, 2009), which ranks
colleges and universities in six cate-
gories: most competitive, highly competi-
tive, very competitive, competitive, less
competitive, or not competitive.

What did we find? In 2007-08, [ewer
than 10 percent of first-year teachers
had graduated from the top two cate-
gories of higher education institutions,

has not been true of female teachers.
Perhaps we should call the latter 2
nontrend.

We should note that although the
percentage of teachers from top colleges
and universities has not changed much,
the number of teachers from these insti-
tutions has increased (by 5% percent for
females and by 29 percent for males) as
the teaching force has ballooned. In
sheer numbers, the teaching profession
is getting more of the “best and
brightest” than belore.

High-poverty, high-minority, urban,

and rural schools have the highest

rates of teacher turnover.

compared with about 25 percent of
first-year teachers who had graduated
from the bottom two categories of
higher education institutions. Over the
past 20 years, the portions have tended
to fluctuate up and down; therefore it is
not possible to conclude that there is a
trend in either direction.

We do, however, see important differ-
ences by gender. The proportion of
fernale first-year teachers from institu-
tions in the top two categories changed
little between 1987-88 and 2007-08—
trom 8.3 percent to 7.7 percent. For
males, the picture is different. Males are
more likely than fermales to come from
the top two ranks, but the percentage ol
mzle first-year teachers in these ranks
decreased significantly between
1987-88 and 2007-08—{rom 15.5
percent to 10.2 percent. For both males
and females, the proportion coming
from the botrom twe ranks has changed
fittle (from 23 to 24 percent for females,
and from 24 to 25 percent for males).

To sum. up, these dala suggest that
although the academic ability of the
male portion of newly entering teachers
has decreased in the past 20 years, this
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When considering the implications of
measures of teacher academic ability, we
must also acknowledge that we cannot
assume that the “best and brightest” are
the most effective teachers. The relation-
ship between teachers’ academic ability
and tezching quality is unclear. However,
academic ability is generally assumed to
be an important indicator of the caliber
of employees in any line of work, as well
as an indicator of the attractiveness of an
occupation or profession.

More Questions Than Answers
Has the elementary and secondary
teaching force changed in recent years?
The answer is yes, in a number of ways.
1t is larger. Tt is older—and younger. [t
is more {emale. 1t is less stable.
However, its academic ability remains
about the same.

For each of these trends or
nontrends, large questions immediately
arise, What are the reasons for, and
sources of, the trend? Will the trend
continue? And, if so, will it have posi-
tive or negative effects? For instance,
will the teaching force continue to
outgrow the student population it

serves, or will this ratio leve] off? As the
large number of older teachers retires,
will teaching become an occupation
predominantly practiced by the young?

We have seen little awareness and
discussion of most of these issues by
researchers, policymakers, or the public.
Nor are we able to get closure on these
questions here—that would require far
more extensive analyses than we have
yet done. We are hopeful that in time,
further research will provide some
ANSWeTS.

Hnformation about the Schools and
Staffing Survey and the Teacher Follow-up
Survey, including methodology and results,
is available at htrp/nees.ed. govw/surveys
/SASS.
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