How Michigan is failing our teachers
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So there's bad news: There's a teacher shortage in Michigan — in districts like Detroit, or Pontiac, or rural districts outstate, vacancies go unfilled for months or years; in more prosperous suburban districts, shortages are confined to particular areas — and it's going to get worse. 

Enrollment in teacher prep programs is down, by about 35% at Michigan State University, and as much as 45% at the University of Michigan, two of the nation's top-ranked schools of education. The heads of both programs say the decline is so steep, the impact on the teacher prep pipeline so great, that there is an unavoidable personnel deficit lurking out there, exacerbated by the number of baby boomer-aged teachers approaching retirement.

And what is GOP-controlled Lansing doing about it? 

· Attacking teacher pensions, threatening to close a hybrid system — part pension, part 401(k)-style investment account — put in place five years ago, when the state's traditional pension system was closed to new hires. 

· Meddling in school standards, threatening to ditch the Common Core standards adopted seven years ago, or retooling the assessments that provide year over year data that can help educators gauge how, or if, the system is working. 

· Ignoring any and all reports about the true state of education in Michigan, which, by every measure, is on the skids, in struggling urban districts and in affluent suburban ones. Every study to date has suggested that Michigan might need to pay more if we want an educational system capable of yielding college- or career-ready kids. 

· And, by all accounts, preparing for a raid on the state's School Aid Fund, thanks to growing revenues in that account, compared with less-than-expected cash in the state's general fund. 

When teachers talk about those politicians, and the voters who support the politicos' efforts, says Scott Craig, a social studies teacher at Birmingham's Seaholm High School, "We ask ourselves, why do they hate us so much? Why do they really resent us?"

It's a question he can't quite answer. Is it because post-recession, teachers kept their pensions, when so many others lost such benefits? Is it because teachers are perceived to have reams of free time, compared with folks whose workdays extend through the summer? 

"Most people who go into education, they really want to be teachers. It’s one of the best-motivated groups out there," said Craig, who knows that teachers in affluent Birmingham have a significantly easier job than those in districts like Detroit, where he previously taught. "And it’s frankly demoralizing, all the stuff that’s thrown our way — and that we haven’t had a pay raise in about 10 years."

Where is the support?

It's not just about good pay, said Elizabeth Moje, dean of the University of Michigan's College of Education, although pay is part of it. 

"It’s really about stronger school systems that provide support for all teachers but especially young teachers, so they aren’t being moved from classroom to classroom, so they can’t get their feet under them, so that if you start your career teaching first grade, you teach it for multiple years, so you can hone your skills, and don’t get bumped up to sixth grade next year, or not bumping teachers to teach outside of their primary certification," Moje said.

Those are the kinds of things schools desperate for staff might do, Moje said — and fixing it takes money and resources not currently offered. 

Salary is a factor — especially because of the student loan debt burden college graduates are saddled with — but no one chooses teaching to get rich, said Margaret Crocco, chairperson of the department of teacher education, at Michigan State University. 

Teachers, Crocco said, are lured by good benefits, but also the intrinsic satisfaction of doing good work. And that's on the wane. 

"Anecdotally, what we have heard from practicing teachers, they tell us that ... the satisfaction that was once derived from teaching — life of the mind, working with children, making a difference — aren’t sufficient in the face of stagnating salaries here in Michigan," she said. 

And there's something else: "The respect which members of the community afforded teachers, that’s changed. So as people calculate what it is that they want to do — low pay, the business of pensions and other benefits — I think these things end up being symbolic about the declining respect that the public or at least policy makers have for education."

All hands on deck

So what are we doing to fix it? 

Because that's the good news: This mystifying legislative and policy mix of blunders, outright malevolence and inattention is fixable, if we, the people of Michigan who would like our children to be adequately educated, require our lawmakers to do it —and to pay for it. 

“Do you remember the shortage of nurses, a couple of years ago?” asked Wanda Cook-Robinson, superintendent of the Oakland Intermediate School District. “In the health field and among policy makers, it was all hands on deck. … Why doesn’t that happen for educators?” 

Cook-Robinson can point to outright shortages in Oakland County districts like Pontiac, but says it's a concern county-wide, even in districts that aren't presently feeling a crunch. 

Lou Steigerwald, superintendent of Norway-Vulcan Area Schools, in Michigan's Upper Peninsula, says he has been able to fill each of his district's vacancies — he's received exactly one application for each position he has posted, thankfully, from a qualified candidate. 

But that could change. Neighboring districts, he says, have had yearlong vacancies in hard-to-hire subject areas like math. 

"Lansing has to decide whether it wants schools to stay open, or whether they want kids to be able to compete with kids in other states who have far more services." he said. "No district can make up for lack of people."

But that's what struggling districts try to do, Moje said. Because there are so many teachers — millions, nationwide — it's hard to perceive a shortage — and there's a sense among some that simply having teachers on-site means there's just not a real problem. 

Teachers given more and more duties eventually burn out, she said — teaching isn't just a matter of being physically present in a classroom, but of engaging, on a personal level, with profoundly complex challenges. 

"Teaching has gotten much, much, much, much more difficult, because, happily, more people stay in school. That’s a good thing for society, but that means there’s more diversity in school, of background, linguistic proficiency, that now teachers are needing to be experts in more areas," Moje said. "We need teachers to do more but we’d like to pay them less and reduce benefits, and hold them accountable for everything. It’s really challenging, and by no means do we have all the solutions, but we do have ideas."

Maybe — just maybe — Lansing should listen. 
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