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Thank you for the opportunity to address you today regarding the supply 
of state-certified educators in Michigan public school classrooms. Concern 
about the issue is understandable, as parents want to be reassured that their 
children have access to effective educational opportunities, which often 
includes the guidance and support of instructors who can help provide a 
safe, welcoming environment and inspire a lifelong love of learning.

I hope to put the reports of Michigan’s alleged teacher shortage into context, 
and to offer general policy recommendations for consideration. To the extent 
that shortages exist, they can be relieved by relaxing centralized controls and 
by encouraging and empowering local education leaders to adapt current 
pay structures. Taking a clear-headed look at the current landscape and the 
broad scope of data and additional observations should help inform the best 
approach to serve the state’s students.

Currently Michigan public schools employ about one full-time teacher for 
every 15 full-time students, and about one full-time staff member for every 
7.5 full-time students. The Michigan Department of Education has reported 
that there is a sufficient number of teachers employed to keep the ratio of 
students to teachers at 25-to-1 in high school core content areas.

It is true that the state is experiencing a decline in the number of teachers 
being formally trained and certified through the state’s traditional preparation 
programs. But it is also true that MDE has identified nearly 105,000 people 
who have a teacher certificate and are of employable age but who are not 
currently teaching in Michigan public schools — greater than the number of 
currently employed public school teachers. Some of these 105,000 certified 
teachers may be working in other public or private education jobs. 
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All told, MDE has some pretty good data to paint the picture of what 
should represent the supply of quality teachers. Information on the 
demand of “customers,” in this case school districts and charter schools, 
is much less clear. 

Available evidence tells us it’s not proper to describe the current situation 
as a general teacher shortage. News reports have highlighted challenges 
facing Detroit Public Schools Community District and some rural districts. 
At the same time, the Mackinac Center’s news service, Michigan Capitol 
Confidential, has reported several districts are experiencing a lot of interest 
from job-seeking professionals. For example, Novi received an average of 
123 applicants for the 66 full-time teaching openings they had last year. 
On the other side of the state, Portage schools received an average of 
41 applicants for each open position.

For districts experiencing real declines in prospective applicants, there are, 
unfortunately, no clear, easy answers. In 2016, MDE surveyed 360 teachers 
who chose not to renew their state certification. The responses to questions 
about why they didn’t maintain their certification were diverse, and not 
well suited to some popular narratives. One in three respondents cited 
a move to another state, a family or medical situation, or a decision to 
pursue more education as their primary reason not to renew certification. 
A smaller ratio, one in eight, said they failed to renew due to issues 
surrounding pay and working conditions. More respondents said their 
main reason was they couldn’t find or keep a job, which is evidence of a 
teacher surplus, not a shortage.

MDE also reports that the number of special permits issued to ensure 
classroom vacancies are filled by qualified substitutes increased significantly 
during the last school year. While this situation is not ideal in most cases, it 
does demonstrate that there are some short-term solutions available.

Some of the onus falls on local districts and schools to adapt their policies 
to recognize the realities of educator supply and demand. While MDE’s 
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presentations highlighted the change in the number of endorsements issued 
in different areas in recent years, it didn’t show as clearly the comparative 
number of endorsements being generated in the state. Newly certified teachers 
receive one or more endorsements in subject areas and/or grade levels to show 
they have met the state’s content and other standards to fill those roles. 

In 2016, statewide data shows that 1,900 elementary endorsements were 
issued, compared to 1,460 for high school and just over 200 for junior 
high/middle school. Let’s look just at core subject areas. It probably 
isn’t surprising to learn that nearly as many English Language Arts 
endorsements (1,317) were issued as math and science endorsements 
combined (693 + 657 = 1,350). Social science endorsements outpaced math 
and science individually, but fell considerably short of ELA (938). 

Awareness of these disparities and disconnect is nothing new. Nearly five 
years ago, then-state superintendent Michael Flanagan told the national 
publication Education Week that teacher preparation programs “can’t be an 
ancillary part of this system that’s so autonomous they don’t have to worry 
about these issues of supply and demand.” 

So what’s the solution? The lowest hanging fruit that local education 
agencies should be readily grabbing is differential pay. Essentially, pay more 
for positions where qualified educators are in short supply. Send the signal 
to attract more people into institutions to prepare them for those positions. 
The predominant single salary schedule that bases salaries exclusively 
on seniority and advanced academic degrees is inflexible, ineffective and 
unsustainable. Michigan school districts need to start to use the laws of 
supply and demand to their advantage, not just settle to be victims of them.

In other words, it’s time for local districts to be more nimble. Some districts 
already have taken small steps, recognizing hard-to-fill areas. Though 
certainly an exception, the Holly Area School District has granted its 
superintendent the ability to offer an applicant in a hard-to-fill area a higher 
spot on the seniority scale. More districts could seek out the example of two 
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of Colorado’s three largest districts — Denver and Douglas County — that 
have built in differential pay as features of their compensation systems.

Finally, on the state’s docket, it is time to reconsider the limits to our 
dominant teacher certification model and explore more alternative teacher 
certification opportunities. Quality alternative certification programs attract 
nontraditional candidates. For eight years Michigan has had a law on the 
books, but has certified hardly any teachers on this pathway. Within the 
past couple months, MDE approved such a program with an effective track 
record in other states: Teachers of Tomorrow. Candidates in this program 
have been shown to be as effective as their traditionally prepared peers, 
while also attracting a more racially diverse group of career-changers. 
These professionals with valuable skills and a passion to teach and serve 
need a more flexible approach to getting ready to succeed in the classroom. 
Michigan should step up its efforts to attract and approve such applicants to 
increase the supply pipeline.

Before the state pushes the panic button on a teacher shortage, officials need 
to grasp as clear a picture as possible of current conditions. And simple, 
effective remedies that change underlying incentives need to be explored and 
tried first. 

Thank you for your time and attention. I am available to answer any questions.

Ben DeGrow is the Mackinac Center’s director of education 
policy. He joined the Center in 2015 after a long stint at Colorado’s 
Independence Institute, where he provided expert analysis on 
school choice, school finance, collective bargaining and education 
employment policies. DeGrow graduated summa cum laude with 
a B.A. in history from Hillsdale College, and went on to receive a 
master’s degree in history from Pennsylvania State University.
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