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Climate, Culture, 
Conditions, and 
Compensation 
How to Address the Staffing Crisis and  
Meet Kids’ Needs 
Educating the next generation has always been one of America’s highest 
priorities. At the same time, educators have never been treated in a way that 
matched the importance of education. Underpaid, under-respected, often 
with challenging conditions. Yet those who become educators and stay in 
education do so because of a burning desire to make a difference in the 
lives of children. That is what sustains the thousands of AFT teachers and 
school staff I meet and talk with each year. 

Unfortunately, the pandemic, combined with the political culture wars, 
has made the last two years the toughest in modern times for educators. 
And then, on top of all of that, the unthinkable happened again, when gun 
violence took the lives of 19 students and two teachers in Uvalde, Texas. 
These crises are piling on top of the tough conditions that teachers and 
school staff have been struggling with for years. For a long time, teachers 
and school staff have lacked the climate, culture, conditions, and compensa-
tion to do their jobs.

Every child deserves to have qualified, caring teachers and staff—people 
who are excited to work with them every day and dedicated to giving them 
a rich, joyful education. You can’t have a strong democracy and a strong 
economy without an engaged, informed, well-educated citizenship. Public 
school staff and educators are literally the builders of democracy.

Plus, our students really need their teachers and school staff around 
them right now. They need that stability. Children and their families are 
struggling. The COVID-19 pandemic caused untold grief, trauma, and eco-
nomic hardship to many Americans. At a time when teachers and school 
staff are so vital in helping our children and communities recover and heal, 
untenable conditions are driving educators away.

That is why the AFT brought together one of the most important 
task forces we have ever convened in our history: the 
AFT Teacher and School Staff Shortage Task Force. We 
need to listen to the people who work in schools every 
day, the people who are closest to the issues that are 
driving teacher and school staff shortages. They can 
guide us to solutions.

Our task force brought together 25 leaders from AFT 
state and local unions across the country. They worked inten-
sively with leading researchers in the field; they surveyed our 
membership and sought frontline input from many of AFT’s 
1.7 million members. 

What teachers and school staff are saying is that if condi-
tions change, they will stay. That’s because every day, they 
see it as their mission to come to work and nurture, love, 
teach, and protect our kids.

So, the AFT task force thought big and bold. It envisioned our schools 
to be student-centered and educator-led where talented, dedicated people 
want to come and stay in education. They confronted, rather than com-
plained about, the challenges facing our schools—challenges that have 
gone unresolved for so long and have negatively impacted teaching and 
learning, particularly for communities of color and communities that have 
been long shortchanged. The recommendations proposed here understand 
the need to rewire the many years of poor policy and decision-making that 
have led to this point and to reflect the realities being faced by students, 
teachers, and staff each day. Only then will our nation have schools where 
teachers want to teach, students want to learn, and parents want to send 
their children.

–AFT President Randi Weingarten
 

By the AFT Teacher and School Staff Shortage Task Force 

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, nurses, guidance 
counselors, teachers, support staff, and bus drivers were 
facing disrespect and de-professionalization, stress and 
lack of support, low pay relative to other professions, and 

daunting workloads. Many educators are leaving long before 
they had planned, and the number of people entering the profes-
sion has plummeted. These shortages and the conditions con-

This article provides excerpts of Here 
Today, Gone Tomorrow? What America 
Must Do to Attract and Retain the 
Educators and School Staff Our 
Students Need by the AFT Teacher and 
School Staff Shortage Task Force. For 
the full report—which contains dozens 
of bold yet practical actions that 
federal, state, and local governments; 
school districts; and unions should take 
to create student-centered, educator-
led schools—see go.aft.org/rfq.
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tributing to them imperil the future of public education, the 
quality of the education our children receive, and our democracy 
itself. The AFT is not just studying the problem; we have laid 
forth in Here Today, Gone Tomorrow? specific remedies neces-
sary to address this crisis. 

The educator shortage is a challenge in both recruitment and 
retention. Students see the struggles of educators, hear all the 
negative attacks, and learn about the lack of political and financial 
support teachers and schools receive. Students also see educators 
choose other professions where they know they might get more 
respect, higher pay, better working conditions, and increased 
opportunities for career growth.

Those same factors cause teachers and other school staff to 
find other careers. Losing so much expertise has an enormous 
negative impact on students’ education and equity of learning 
opportunity. The financial consequences are also steep—more 
than $2 billion annually.

A majority of states report teacher shortages in math, science, 
career and technical education, special education, and bilingual 
education. Yet another area of shortage is in the diversity of educa-
tors. The teaching workforce is overwhelmingly white and growing 
less representative of the students they teach, a majority of whom 
are now students of color. We know that all students benefit from 
a diverse workforce. The opportunity to learn from different per-
spectives is valuable to all, and in particular, students of color 
benefit from having teachers with shared backgrounds and cul-
tures. However, we do not do enough to attract and retain a diverse 
workforce of teachers and educators.

This is a crisis, and we cannot continue to let policymakers 
ignore it. Developing creative ways to recruit the best candidates, 
and then keeping these teachers and other personnel in our 
schools, must be a priority for our union, for superintendents and 
school boards, and for policymakers at all levels.

We need to reignite the passion that many have for entering 
the education profession, not extinguish it. We must change how 
teachers and other school professionals are treated and sup-
ported. Schools need to be places where adults and children alike 
can thrive and grow, where there are relationships built on trust 
and respect, and where partnerships exist among students, educa-
tors, families, and communities. Teachers and support staff need 
to be compensated adequately for the work they do and on par 
with other similarly educated professionals. Working conditions 
must be improved to make schools safe and welcoming places for 

everyone, where students and educators alike can feel successful. 
Teachers need career pathways that allow them to grow within 
their profession without having to leave the classroom. Parapro-
fessionals need the opportunity to develop their careers through 
pathways into teaching. Educators need opportunities to connect 
with parents and families to build relationships to support each 
other for the benefit of all children.

Vision for a New Era of Schooling
Schools are the centers of neighborhoods and communities, and 
it is detrimental to our students and staff when top-down deci-
sions on schools are made without consideration of or by the 
people in the schools. In the last century, people who work in 
schools have changed, those who are educated in schools have 
changed, and the desired outcomes of schooling have changed. 
Yet, we have done very little to change the structure of schools on 
a wide scale. School structures in all US schools must move from 
outdated factory models and become modern and professional 
organizations. Schools, in partnership with all stakeholders, must 
be the learning and cultural centers of their communities.

Student-Centered Schooling
Schools first and foremost are for student learning, and we must 
look at how to restructure schools and the school day in a way that 
focuses on students rather than on accountability, money, or 
meeting arbitrary standards set by people who have never worked 
with children. Schools need to be places where all students can 
go to learn, grow, and be respected.

Teachers must be able to teach students honest history so that 
all students feel valued and schools are places of acceptance and 
tolerance. Teachers should be able to assess their students in a 
more holistic way, such as through project-based learning, rather 
than through standardized tests. Counselors, nurses, social work-
ers, and other support staff need to be included in teams that work 
on interventions or other aspects of student learning. All school 
staff need supports and trust to develop positive relationships 
with students and families.

We need an overhaul of the 
profession to ensure 

people want to enter and  
stay in school careers.
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Recommendations
From creating career pathways and focusing on well-being to increas-
ing wages and lowering class sizes, Here Today, Gone Tomorrow? offers 
more than 20 ambitious yet doable recommendations that will:

• Revitalize the educator and school staff pipeline
• Restructure schools to create positive working and learning condi-

tions for all
• Provide sustainable and commensurate compensation and benefits
• Utilize the collective voice and strength of our union to impact 

change at all levels

To catalyze action, the report follows each group of recommenda-
tions with specific implementation strategies for federal, state, and 
local governments; school boards; and unions. While almost all of the 
strategies need to be acted on in concert—such as reducing standard-
ized testing, entering education professions debt free, and providing 
enough time for planning—we believe educators should take leading 
roles and so we highlight a handful of the key actions for unions. 

–EDITORS

A Sample of the Recommendations for Unions
Work collaboratively with all stakeholders 
Unions must be open to working collaboratively across all 
levels—and with leaders and members—to advocate for best 
practices outlined here, even if it means challenging long-estab-
lished ways of working; stakeholders should use creative ways to 
address obstacles.

Negotiate mentoring programs 
Negotiate with districts to establish effective mentoring 
programs. This includes a clearly defined peer mentor/coach 
selection and review process, training for peer mentors/coaches, 
timelines and structures for the mentoring process, and oversight 
of intervention programs.

Advocate for community schools and wellness programs 
Leverage their power to advocate for and ensure the formation 
and implementation of wellness programs, site-based response 
teams, and community schools, and ensure that these strategies 
meet the needs of all education stakeholders and are carried out 
with fidelity.

Convene a paperwork reduction committee 
Convene a paperwork reduction committee to catalog the amount 
of data and reports that the union’s members are required to 
submit. This catalog will help unions advocate for reducing the 
amount of paperwork members are required to complete.

Negotiate for career pathways 
These pathways should include appropriate paid time off and 
financial support to allow existing staff to advance their careers 
(for example, education-related sabbaticals/partnership programs 
with local colleges in which the district pays tuition costs, etc.).

Continue collective bargaining and expand the issues we support 
Leverage the power of collective bargaining to ensure the 
prosperity of their members, the success of their students as 
well as the collective good of the community. Modern collective 
bargaining is no longer only about bread-and-butter issues, but 
places the needs of students and the community at the center of 
its work.

Educational equity is a challenge in a locally funded schooling 
system. Some students need more or different supports to over-
come the additional challenges they face in their lives, and 
reforms must shift the distribution of resources and educators to 
ensure that all school systems are rooted in meeting the needs of 
all students.

Educator-Led Schooling
We cannot put a bandage on the teacher and school staff shortage 
by cutting corners and lowering the bar for entry. We must simul-
taneously raise entry standards, improve the way we treat workers, 
and improve recruitment and retention issues. To do this, we must 
give educators a larger voice in their work and allow them to have 
oversight of their profession just like lawyers and doctors. 
Research indicates that when teachers have more control over 
their social and instructional roles, there is less turnover. And less 
teacher turnover is good for students.

Educators are dissatisfied with poor working and learning con-
ditions, but also with the de-professionalization that has stripped 
them of their freedom to teach. Teachers are not given the time or 
the trust to do what they need to do for their students. The outdated 
obsession with standardized testing created a broken system where 
teachers are overwhelmed with test preparation and collecting and 
reporting on data that do not help their students.

All children deserve to have people in their schools who are 
well-trained, well-supported, and excited to work with them every 
day. We need an overhaul in all aspects of the profession to ensure 
people want to enter and stay in school careers. The future of 
public education depends on it; the future of our democracy 
depends on it.

The charge of the task force was simple, but implementa-
tion of the recommendations will be far from easy. Here 
Today, Gone Tomorrow? represents a road map of solu-
tions and actions stakeholders must take to reverse the 

trajectory of working and learning in America’s schools. It is a 
comprehensive approach to ensuring all schools are places 
where teachers want to teach, students want to learn, and par-
ents want to send their children.

The challenges and recommendations identified in this 
report reflect the experience and expertise of the task force, 
made up of AFT state and local leaders representing more than 
500,000 members; AFT members directly consulted through 
listening sessions in locals across the country and a nationally 
representative survey; and top education researchers who pro-
vided data and analysis. The task force debated numerous rec-
ommendations and possible steps needed to address the 
problems and assigned implementation strategies to all levels 
of government and to unions themselves. 

This report stands as recognition that teacher and school staff 
shortages have been caused by a long-term disinvestment in 
schools, and there is not one simple solution to restructuring the 
school system to reflect the needs of its workers and learners. It 
stands as an acknowledgment that all students, and all educators 
and staff, have unique needs. As we move into the new school year, 
and throughout the next few years, the AFT will continue to use this 
report and its action steps to proactively improve the working and 
learning conditions for everyone in our schools. ☐


