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Every child in every classroom of America has a right to a qualifi ed teacher.

—Bob Chase, President, National Education Association

From the 1983 wake-up call A Nation at Risk to the research that produced 

A Nation Prepared:  Teachers for the 21st Century and What Matters Most:  

Teaching for America’s Future, the education community has been document-

ing for the nation both the challenges confronting public education and the 

vital role that the classroom teacher plays in enhancing students’ learning.  

Both the public and the research now agree:  The single most important factor 

related to student learning is teacher quality.  This has particular relevance for 

our urban and rural areas, where schools—and of course teachers—are often 

asked to do more to compensate for the paucity of outside-of-school educa-

tional support systems.

Because good teaching is so essential, the National Education Association 

(NEA) has established as one of its core strategic priorities the recruitment 

and retention of qualified teachers for every classroom in America.  NEA’s 

position is that the only way to ensure that schools can attract and retain 

the quality teachers they need is through the professionalization of teaching.  

We need to treat teachers as the experts they are and confer upon them 

the rights, as well as the responsibilities, of professionals.  These include the 

following:

1. a clearly defined specialized body of knowledge provided by higher 

education institutions that includes specialized training and a clinical 

experience as standard practice and meets national accreditation 

standards for the preparation of teachers;
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2. an induction process that is populated by experienced and effective 

teachers as mentors;

3. a licensing system that only permits those who have met the stand-

ards for “best practice” to assume the complex challenges of strategi-

cally facilitating the learning of young people;

4. a professional development program that provides easy access and 

is research-driven, collaboratively developed and implemented with 

practitioners, aligned with the curriculum and local/state standards, 

and adequately funded;

5. validation of advanced “best practice” through systems that support 

National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) certifi-

cation; and

6. compensation for teachers that is comparable to compensation in 

other professions that require comparable standards in preparation 

and continuous practice.

Profi le of the Profession

That we change what current and prospective teachers expect from the 

profession is especially important in this time of national teacher shortage.  

We know that we are going to need another two million teachers in the next 

eight to ten years, especially in the already hard-to-staff disadvantaged urban 

and rural districts.  Examining the field from a statistical perspective can help 

us understand how to recruit and retain the quality educators we need.  Let’s 

begin by profiling three demographic groups:  practicing teachers, first-year 

teachers, and teachers in preparation.

First, let’s look at the current work force (Figure 1).  Every five years, NEA con-

ducts a survey of the nation’s public school teachers.  The most recent data 

come from the 1996 survey of 1,325 teachers and were reported in the NEA 

publication Status of the American Public School Teacher 1995–96.  These 

data show that public school teachers in this country are still overwhelmingly 

white (90.7 percent) and female (74.4 percent).  The average age among 

teachers is 44, and teachers average 16 years of experience, meaning most 

began teaching around the age of 27.  In terms of school level, teachers are 

fairly well distributed, with 48.4 percent teaching at the elementary school 

level and 51.6 percent teaching at the middle or high school level.
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Figure 1

Statistical Profile of Practicing Teachers

1995–1996

AGE

Median (all teachers) 44.0 years

RACE

White 90.7 percent

Black 7.3 percent

Hispanic 4.0 percent*

Asian/Pacific Islander 1.0 percent

American Indian/Alaskan Native 1.0 percent

GENDER

Female 74.4 percent

Male 25.6 percent

TEACHING EXPERIENCE

Female 15.0 years

Male 18.4 years

Average 16.0 years

SCHOOL LEVEL

Elementary 48.4 percent

Middle or Junior High 23.1 percent

Senior High 28.5 percent

* percentage of respondents of all races who also identified 

themselves as Hispanic in origin

Source: Status of the American Public School Teacher 1995–96, 

National Education Association, Research Department

Statistically, new teachers in 1995–1996 (Figure 2) closely resembled their 

veteran counterparts.  They were no more diverse ethnically or in gender; 

in fact, the proportion of white females was slightly higher than among vet-

eran teachers.  They too were beginning their careers at the median age of 

27.  The only significant difference was in teaching level:  29 percent of new 

teachers were teaching at the middle or junior high school level, compared 

to only 23 percent of teachers overall.

Teaching as a Profession
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Figure 2

Statistical Profile of New Teachers

1995–1996

AGE

Median (all new teachers) 27.0 years

RACE

White 91.2 percent

Black 8.3 percent

Hispanic 1.5 percent*

Asian/Pacific Islander 0.8 percent

American Indian/Alaskan Native 0.8 percent

GENDER

Female 77.0 percent

Male 23.0 percent

SCHOOL LEVEL

Elementary 44.9 percent

Middle or Junior High 29.0 percent

Secondary 26.1 percent

* percentage of respondents of all races who also identified 

themselves as Hispanic in origin

Source: Status of the American Public School Teacher 1995–96, 

National Education Association, Research Department

Now let’s look at the teachers in the pipeline (Figure 3).  Among teachers in 

training it is useful to examine data on two distinct groups:  those coming 

to teaching as undergraduates (for whom teaching will most likely be a first 

career) and those who already have a bachelor’s and/or other advanced 

degree and are likely switching to teaching from another profession.  Under-

graduate education students tend to follow the demographic patterns of their 

predecessors, although overall these prospective teachers show slightly more 

racial diversity.  Like the current teaching force, about 75 percent of prospec-

tive teachers in undergraduate programs are female, and they are likely to 

begin teaching in their mid-twenties.  Post-baccalaureate teachers in training, 

however, are likely to be older (in their thirties when they begin teaching) and 

are slightly more likely to be male than are undergraduate students; in addi-

tion, about half are transitioning from non-teaching occupations.
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Figure 3

Statistical Profile of Teachers in Preparation

1995–1996

MEDIAN AGE

Undergraduate 22 years

Post-baccalaureate 30 years

RACE

White 80 percent

Black 10 percent

Hispanic 6 percent*

Asian/Pacific Islander 2 percent

American Indian/Alaskan Native 2 percent

GENDER

Undergraduate

Female 75 percent

Male 25 percent

Post-baccalaureate

Female 71 percent

Male 29 percent

TRANSITIONING

Undergraduate 11 percent from 

 another occupation

Post-baccalaureate 55 percent from 

 another occupation

Source: Status of the American Public School Teacher 1995–96, 

National Education Association, Research Department

Projections

Based on the NEA survey data, we predict that the demographic trends 

related to age, race, and gender among teachers will remain basically the 

same.  An overall reduction in the percentage of minority teachers, reflect-

ing the fact that minorities now have many professional options that did not 

exist before, is also expected and the steady increase in white females will 

continue.  On the other hand, a progressive but moderate increase in the 

average age of the teacher is projected.

An increase in the use of multiple pathway systems by those interested in 

becoming teachers is anticipated; this may account in part for the increasing 

age of beginning teachers.  Teacher candidates following alternative routes 

will tend to be older, possess a bachelor’s degree, and tend to have been 

engaged in a profession outside of teaching.  There are indications also that 

Teaching as a Profession
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a great number of new teachers, especially those from other careers, come 

with new attitudes.  These are individuals who are familiar with the respon-

sibilities and rewards associated with the professional world.  They are likely 

to compare themselves to peers who enter the private sector—to recognize 

that the requirements of teaching are similar in terms of knowledge, skills, and 

training to those in the private sector and to expect similar compensation.  

Thus, they expect to be viewed and treated as professionals; to be provided 

with mentoring and induction and opportunity for advancement; to receive 

paid professional development that is relevant to what students need to 

know; to be given options for innovative compensation systems; and to have 

supportive and collaborative work environments.  Further, new teachers will 

tend to be self-reliant, flexible, unimpressed by authority, assessment-wise, 

technologically literate, mobile, and not threatened by change and to view 

competence as the answer to security.

Finally, new teachers seem to embrace new unionism—the idea that all 

employees of the public schools assume appropriate responsibility for qual-

ity education.  They are demanding major paradigm shifts in the practices 

of the key institutions of education, particularly the public school districts.  

One of the key questions is, Can the public school system and other relevant 

education institutions accommodate the needs and expectations of these 

new teachers?  This will be a challenge for all of us.  Our capacity to respond 

effectively to the needs of the new teachers could determine the long-term 

stability and quality of public education.  Perhaps the real question is whether 

we can afford not to accommodate them.

Responding to the Challenge

The career of teaching in America’s public schools is changing and evolving.  

The expectations on both sides are high.  Student learning standards now 

exist in 49 states; standards-based education is practiced—or promised—in 

nearly every school.  Approximately 14 states have assessments of student 

performance related to these standards.  Teachers are held accountable not 

only for their students’ performance, but for their own as well:  most prospec-

tive teachers must pass one or more examinations, in addition to complet-

ing student teaching requirements, to receive certification.  In response to 

these high levels of accountability and high performance standards, the next 

generation of teachers will look for a reevaluation of their role in the educa-

tion community.  Many will come from careers outside of teaching, where 

professionals command respect and specialized training translates into higher 

compensation.  In Nevada, for example, over half the 2001–2002 teaching 

force came from outside professions.  The new face of teaching is educated, 

energetic, and expectant.
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Our challenge is to attract and retain quality educators so that children every-

where have the opportunity to succeed.  To meet our students’ needs, we 

must find millions of new teachers, but we cannot afford to sacrifice quality 

for quantity.  Instead of resorting to lower standards, either for public school 

students or for teacher education students, we should focus on rewarding 

prospective teachers for their high achievement and commitment by treating 

them as the professionals they are.  Outlined below are some of the practices 

that must be considered by the entire education community if all students 

are to have access to a quality education and teaching is to become profes-

sionalized.

1. Validate multiple pathways as a viable method for preparing teach-

ers.  These pathways should be standardized and research driven.

2. Provide for all teachers new to the profession a formal induction 

that includes each new teacher having an experienced and effective 

teacher as a mentor.

3. Provide a licensing system that permits only those who meet the 

standards for “best practice” to teach.

4. Provide new teachers opportunities to share with each other and 

experienced teachers.

5. Provide leadership opportunities to new teachers so that we can 

immediately tap into their energy and creativity and validate their 

worth to the profession.

6. Survey new and experienced teachers regularly regarding their 

needs and priorities.

7. Using survey results and other research, provide professional devel-

opment opportunities that new teachers help devise and implement, 

are aligned with the curriculum and local and state standards, and 

are adequately funded—and include appropriate release time for 

teachers to attend.

8. Compensate teachers comparably to their peers in the private sector 

(professions that require comparable standards for preparation and 

continuous practice).

These are no “quick fixes.”  Addressing this transformation of the teach-

ing profession will require significant time and money.  Mostly, however, it 

requires effort and will.  We need to begin now.  The urban, rural, and growth 

states will be most appreciative.  The National Education Association wel-

comes the opportunity to partner with the rest of the education community 

to address this challenge.

Teaching as a Profession
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