"BURNOUT

WE MUST ACT NOW
TO PREVENT THE
- GREAT EDUCATOR EXODUS

BY TIM WALKER

_ ath teacher Sobia Sheikhlooked forward to

retuining to in-person learning in fall 2021.

She had missed her students and colleagues

and welcomed the chance torebuild those

one- on:one relatlonshlps Of course, she -
understood that a 1eturn to “normal.’ whatever that meant,
would take time.

But within a fevr months, she found herself sitting in her
car in the school parking lot each'morning, summomng the

- resolve to face another day at work.

Sheikh’s job had become more exhausting, Every
morning before shé left home, emails were already landing
in her inbox with requests to fill in for colleagues. As many
as 23 teachers, not including paraeducators, had been out in
a smgle day.

" “Ialways want to be there for my coHeagues butIam
emotionally and mentally exhausted; says Sheikh, who
teaches at Mariner High School, in Everett, Wash. " For some

of us, it’s’ fighting to just to make it through the day”

Sherkh had dredamed of being a teacher since childhood.

“T'm'scared; because if I left teachlng, where would I go"”
she: wondets.

" Onthe other side of the country, as the spring semester
began in New]ersey, another educator contemplated the
same question. Sécial studies teacher Nicholas Ferroni sat -
down, took a deep breath and updated his resumne for the
first time in 19 years. He hadnt yet decided toleave the
profession he loves, but even entertaining a career switch had
been unnnaglnable before this year.

" “T'm hot sure I can do this much longer” Ferroni posted
on leTok. Fmanc1ally, ernotionally, and menta]ly——lts
breaking me. If thmgs do not change the system will corne
crumbhng down:

- For years, educators natronWIde have been underpaid,

: u_ndewalued ‘and underresourced. Now, the pandemic and

everything that comes with it—physical and mental health
congerns, student learning challenges, and a crushing work-
load—are pushing an unprecedented number of educators to
reconsider their careers. :

According to a recent NEA member survéy, a staggering
55 percent of educators say they are thinking about leaving
the profession earlier than planned.

. “This is a five-alarm crisis,” says NEA President Becky
Pringle. “If were serious about getting every child the support
they need to thrive,-our elected leaders across the nation
need to address this crisis now! -

Extreme demands

. We still don't know the full magmmde ofthe pandermcs
impact on public education, but research has long shown that
teacher turnover greatly impairs student learning, In addition, -
turnover rates are significantly higher in Title I schools and in
schools with large populations of students of color.

Today, as staffing shortages dovetail with an explosionin -
students’ academnic and social and emotional. needs teacher
retention is more urgent than ever.

. “COVID has brought all of this into hyperdrive; says Jen-
mfe1 Martin, pre31dent of the Montgomery County Education
Association (MCEA). “It’s a collective trauma we've all endured””

During the height of the Omicron wave and resulting staff
shortages, Martin recalls, schools were “beirig turned irito -
warehouses or stockyards for children, packed into aud_ltorl- :
ums and cafeterias” .

She warns that lawmakers and school leaders need to do
more, because too many educators are on the verge of walk-
ing away. “These educators are not talking about leaving the
school they work in,” she says. “They’e talking about leavmg
the profession.”

Even before the pandemic, the extreme demandsim-
posed on educators were often waved off as unavoidable.




Percentage of educators who say the pandemic has made
them more likely to leave, less likely, or has had no effect

(SOURCE: NATIONWIDE SURVEY OF NEA MEMBERS, JANUARY 2022)
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The flawed line of reasoning goes something like this: Educa-
tors are driven by dedication to their students rather than
money, so they should selflessly absorb the overload and
stress of working in underfunded public schools.

It's time to end that kind of thinking, says Erin Castillo, a .
special education teacher at John F. Kennedy High School in
Fremont, Calif.

“We need to change this idea that teachers should take
on everything while being mistreated or disrespected, just
because we love being in the classroom or because it's what's
best for our kids; she says. “Is it best for our kids tolose great

teachers? Because that's where we are headed,” Castillo adds. -

Education support professionals are also feehng the
impact of shortages all over the country.
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“l am emotionally and mentally
exhausted. For some of us, it's fighting
to just to make it through the day.’

—SOBIA SHEIKH, MATH TEACHER IN-WASHINGTON

“Qur support staff is getting pummeled during the school
day, and then they have to go to a part-time job just so they
can pay the bills explains Stacey Tayman, a human resources
associate for Calvert County Public Schools, in Maryland, and
president of the Calvert Association of Educational Support
Staff. “It’s really hard to be ablé to manage all of that and then
be able to really show up and be your best for students”

Like other NEA affiliates nationwide, MCEA has been
tirelessly advocating for health and safety protocols in
schools. The union has secured additional personal days for
staff; compensation for educators who are asked to cover
classes during planning time; and pay increases for substi- '
tutes, who have been desperately needed but difficult to
recruit during the pandemic.

A decade in the making

In January 2022, there were 389,300 fewer pubhc school
educators than there were in February 2020. That's a sudden
and dramatic decline, but educator shortages didn't start

* with the pandemic.

NEA closely tracks this issue and as early as 2017, school .
districts started having more difficulty in filling job open-
ings—particularly for substitute teachers and in hard-to-
staff subjects, such as math, science, special education,and
bilingual education.

During the pandemic, howeve1 the shortages have
expanded to include nearly all staff positions, including caf- -
eteria workers, bus drivers, and paraeducators.

A recent NEA analysis of the education job sector found
that staffing declines impacted some educator roles more
than others. Employment for teachers and paraeducators, for
example, grew from 2007 to 2019, but then fell in the wake of
the pandemic. Similar patterns can be seen for food work-
ers, bus drivers, and librarians. The humber of school nurses,
counselors, and other mental health workers, on the other
hand, increased from fall 2019 to fall 2021.

While fallout from the pandemlc could be the breakmg
point for.some educators; mounting dissatisfaction among

-many in the profession is nothmg new. Underlying factors—
- such as low salaries; equity coneerns, lack of support and

respect, and challenging working conditions—have been de-
stabilizing the profession at least since 2009, when the Great
Recession triggered staggering budget cuits.

So what many have called the “Greéat Resignation,’ac-
cording to the NEA analysis, has actua.lly been brewmg for
more than adecade.

Professional pay' required

Recruiting and retaining educators always begins with -
professional salaries. Teachers on average are paid almost 20
percent less than other college graduates, and other school
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BEYOND BURNOUT

“We need to change this idea that teachers

should take on everything while being mistreated
or disrespected, just because we love being in
the classroom or because it's what's best for our
kids. Is it best for our kids to lose great teachers?

Because that's where we are headed””

—ERIN CASTILLO, SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER
IN CALIFORNIA

staff work without a livable wage, especially in parts of the
country with a high cost of living. Up to 25 percent of educa-
tors must take on second jobs just to make ends meet.

‘At the end of the day, we all love what we do,’ Sheikh

* says. “But we have to provide for our families”

More than a decade ago, NEA was advocating for a base
starting teacher salary of at least $40,000. While time and
inflation have made that an inadequate target, more than

5,600 school districts still pay star ting teachers less than

$40,000 annually.

In the two years before the pandemic, educators and
their unions scored some impressive victories under the
#RedPorEd banner, forcing state legislatures to finally reinvest
in education, including higher salaries. 4

Educators won salary increases in Indiana, Maryland,
and Texas, among others. And, in February 2022, after New
Mexico educators marched on the state Capitol, lawmakers
agreed to across-the-board pay raises of $10,000. Educators
hope the increase will help districts fill the 1,000 teaching
vacancies in the state. :

While higher pay is the top issue for many educators,
other challenges are just as likely to drive them out of the
profession.

The fact that educators have been so undewalued

- part1cular1y in a time of crisis, is pushmg many toward the

exits, Ferroni says.
“The pandemic has revealed that the only reason the
education system isn't crumbling down is that teachers and

. school staff are holding it together) he says. “We had the same

impossible expectations as previous years, but then society
and school administrations added on more and more

‘Burnout’ or ‘Demorallzatlon"’
Castillo, now in her ninth year of teaching, is also fed
up with the undue pressure that she and her colleagues face.

- What she isn't suffering from, however, is “burnout”—an

overused phrase that she believes amounts to a form of

, gashghtmg

“What many of us are feeling is beyond burnout; Castlllo
explains. “This isn't on the individual. WeTe being set up to fail
at this point. When the system does not allow for success, we
are being demoralized.

Educators can and have certainly burned out, says Doris
Santoro, professor of education at Bowdoin College, in Maine,
but demoralization may be a more accurate term to under-
stand the roots of educator dissatisfaction and exhaustion.

20

“The burnout narrative comes down to, ‘Sorry, you blew it!
You couldn't hack it, you didn't preserve yourself,” she explains.
“With burnout, theres nothing left, no possibility for regenera-
tion. If you are demoralized, however, you are not done’’

Before the recent staff shortages, educators were already
dealing with less time for planning and collaboration, high-
stakes testing, and the silencing of educator voices. These
and other trends have eroded what Santoro calls the “moral
rewards” of teaching, :

She and other researchers have also found that high
levels of burnout and demoralization may disproportionately
impact educators of color, who tend to leave the profession

_ at higher rates than their White colleagues. Designing and

implementing structures and policies that combat these is-
sues, Santoro says, should be every dlstucts focus.
And while it’s critical to address the current staffing crisis,
that success could be short-lived without systemic changes.’
“Schools should be asking educators: What are the sys-

‘tems that we can put in place so you can do the work

that you think matters most? It comes down to support
resources, and autonomy, Santoro adds

Changing the conversation—again

We need solutions that can outlast the pandemic,
Pringle says. Many politicians, however, have dusted off the
old playbook of attacking public schools and educators—es-
pecially those who have been vocal about health and safety,
funding, and the working conditions in schools.
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“Politicians who are set on dividing parents and educa-
tors have to start ... partnering with us on real solutions;
Pringle adds. ‘

" With #RedForEd, educators and their unions shifted the
conversation, focusing the nation’s attenition on the long
hours, low pay, and lack of resources that educators have
endured for solong,

Educators won another key victory in 2021 with passage
of the NEA=supported American Rescue Plan, the nation's
single largest investment in public schools ever. Under the
law; states must consult with educators and then unions
when decisions are made about disbursing the funds.

" Butlonger-term investments in education—and strate-
gies to Keep-educators in the profession—will be needed.

“We need to enhance, not cut, curriéulum, [and] rethink
evaluations and how we can provide multiple models of sup-
port for educators, Sheikh says. “We also need meaningful
professional development, including time to plan, collaborate,
and build relationships with our students.” -

As an active union member, Sheikh says it comes down to
collective bargaining, where it exists, and being unified at the
local level. “Our power is in our local assaciation and building
relationships with the community;’ she explains.

‘I 'still have a voice’
For Sheikh, leaving the professxon would mean leaving
the students she loves. “Ilove working with them, and Tlove

hearing from the ones who have graduated and have reached
out ... to tell me how'they are doing’ she says. “Even on my
worst days, this is what gives me strength.”

‘When Castillo thinks back on her first days in the
classroom, she remembers her enthusiasm, dedjcatioh and
eagerness to do everything that was asked of her at any hour
of the day or night. She is still passionate about teaching and
dedicated to her students. But she says she has learned to set
boundaries and has a clearer understanding about the root
causes of educator exhaustion and how to address it.

“T think about my own children. I want their teachers to
be treated with respect, so they can walk into the classroom
and give my children and my children's friends a great public
education;” she reflects. “What keeps me here is that, as a
union member, 1 still have a voice,
and it's stronger inside the class-
room than outside of it.  know what
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changes need to be made””

Solutions to the Educator
Shortage Crisis

State legislatures, state éducation depart-

. ments, and local school districts must face this
challenge head on. NEA has identified four key
areas of focus. Go to nea.org/solutions.

B Strongly Support B total Support

Raise educator salaries

Hire more teachers

Provide addrtlonal mental health/behavroral
" supports for students

" Hire more support staff

Fewer paperwork requ:rements

Less standardrzed or diagnostic testmg

Hire more counselors and school psychologrsts

Shorten the school day once a week

Temporarily suspend profess’iovnal development -
and other extra duties for educators

Add days to holiday breaks . [

Temporarily suspend educator evaluations

(SOURCE: NATIONWIDE SURVEY OF NEA MEMBERS, JANUARY 2022)
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