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Summary

The Progressive Policy Institute recently published a report highlighting the emergence of 
widespread teacher staffing shortages. It describes contemporary “autonomous” school ini-
tiatives, which all fall under the umbrella of positioning teachers with greater decision-mak-
ing responsibilities and authority. It then suggests that such initiatives are effective strate-
gies to remedy shortages because increased autonomy produces greater job satisfaction for 
teachers. However, while the report attempts to isolate the single factor of autonomy, this 
claim oversimplifies the complex shortage issue and overlooks the frequent connection of 
autonomy to practices such as flexible work schedules. Supporting evidence in the report is 
thin and relies primarily not on empirical literature, but on popular contemporary readings 
and descriptive surveys. However, as classical economic theory suggests, teacher shortag-
es result from an imbalance between supply and demand generated by multiple factors. 
Furthermore, teacher labor markets are geographically small and localized, requiring local 
action. Effectively addressing the problem, therefore, requires understanding local condi-
tions and analyzing factors affecting demand and supply in a specific context. Regarding au-
tonomy reforms, it also requires assessing the cost-effectiveness and sustainability of those 
reforms. Policymakers and other readers should be aware that what is ignored in this report 
is far more important to informed policy than what it contains.  
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I. Introduction

Teacher shortage is not a new problem in the U.S. public education system but instead a per-
sistent concern for the nation and many states.1 For example, teacher shortages that began 
to appear during the Great Depression are also noted in the 1983 report A Nation at Risk. 
Whether shortages exist throughout the country has been a constant debate in policy circles, 
fueled by varied definitions of the term and the lack of measurement data.2 However, there 
is collective evidence that the U.S. public education system is facing severe teacher shortag-
es resulting from the so-called “Great Resignation.”3 

Teacher shortages threaten the U.S. education system and the nation’s economy because 
they negatively affect students’ learning opportunities and so prevent human-capital devel-
opment for economic innovation and development.4 In schools facing severe teacher short-
ages or staffing difficulties, classrooms are often filled with underprepared teachers or out-
of-field teachers. Prior research consistently shows that students with uncertified and/or 
temporary licensed teachers underperform relative to peers whose teachers were certified, 
particularly in mathematics and science.5

Equally at stake is educational equity. Because of inadequate funding and poor working con-
ditions, teacher shortages are greater in urban and rural schools serving large proportions 
of historically marginalized student populations.6 Under-resourced schools are much more 
likely to hire uncertified teachers and out-of-field teachers, severely impacting their stu-
dents’ learning opportunities.7 This pattern exacerbates the already inequitable distribution 
of teacher quality and performance across schools and districts.8 The educational imperative 
for solving teacher shortages has never been stronger than in the age of the pandemic. The 
COVID-19 crisis has forced school systems to confront the brutal cost of forcing students 
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out of classrooms and online, creating discomfort for many teachers engaging with online 
education for the first time.

The Progressive Policy Institute’s recent report Autonomous Schools Can Help Solve the 
Problem Behind the Teacher Shortage Problem, authored by Tressa Pankovits,9 examines 
rising teacher shortages in the U.S., attributes them primarily to lack of teacher autonomy, 
and offers autonomous school models as a policy solution. 

II. Findings and Conclusions of the Report

The report first establishes the existence of teacher shortages nationwide, especially in 
Southern states10 but with wide variations across similar districts and among subject areas,11 
and particularly in high-demand fields and subjects.12 It then explores teachers’ dissatisfac-
tion with their work, concluding that many teachers are unhappy and that this unhappiness 
is a result of teachers’ lack of autonomy over school policy, curriculum, and classroom prac-
tice.13 Its discussion of contemporary autonomous school initiatives (“teacher-led schools,” 
“semi-autonomous schools,” and “autonomous charter schools”)14 determines that such ini-
tiatives provide the most sustainable strategy to retain teachers and alleviate teacher short-
ages.15

III. The Report’s Rationale for Its Findings and Conclusions

The report reaches its conclusions about the current teacher shortage based on an Annen-
berg study of state-reported data,16 a RAND Corporation survey of teachers and principals,17 
and a variety of anecdotal observations.18 It cites teacher surveys and additional anecdotal 
observations to support its claims about teachers’ dissatisfaction,19 and peer-reviewed re-
search to support the connection between autonomy and greater job satisfaction.20 Finally, it 
reviews case studies of “teacher-led schools,” “semi-autonomous schools,” and “autonomous 
charter schools” to support conclusions about the ability of these approaches more gener-
ally to create an appealing work environment that would prevent teachers from leaving the 
profession.21 The report promotes autonomy as a policy solution by describing “expensive 
and complicated strategies” that districts are trying, and reasoning in favor of “autonomous 
school” approaches because “it costs nothing to grant teachers and teacher leaders more 
autonomy to innovate.22

IV. The Report’s Use of Research Literature

The report includes no systematic review of current research and thinking on teacher short-
ages, although references to popular contemporary readings are dispersed throughout. 
About 13% of the citations are from partisan sources, while more than 50% are straightfor-
ward anecdotal observations from various media outlets. 
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The report never cites or considers the extensive body of research concerning indicators of 
teacher shortages,23 as well as current trends in supply and demand24—a framework within 
which policies related to teacher recruitment and retention in charter schools and portfo-
lio districts can be investigated, understood, and evaluated. The report’s literature review 
would have benefitted from the following research literature:

•	 Mechanism behind teacher shortages

	 The report fails to: analyze the severity and persistence of the labor market imbal-
ance;25 discuss the impact on students and schools;26 and, investigate the multiple fac-
tors influencing teacher shortages.27 Oversimplifying lack of autonomy as the primary 
cause of shortages, the report provides readers with the unwarranted conclusion that 
more autonomy provides an effective solution to the problem.

•	 Relationship between teacher autonomy and retention

	 Teacher autonomy is a key aspect of a school’s working conditions.28 The literature 
on teacher turnover consistently finds that organizational climate, including teacher 
autonomy as a subset of the larger set of school climate, is one of the strongest predic-
tors of teacher retention and turnover across various teachers and schools.29 However, 
while increasing teacher autonomy has great potential for improving job satisfaction 
and retention, no causal relationship between lack of autonomy and teacher shortages 
has been established. 

•	 Localized teacher labor markets

	 The report pays scant attention to studies that examine the local nature of teacher 
shortages,30 and thus it fails to detail how the policy of empowering teachers is rel-
evant. While there are shortages in many parts of the country, they are experienced 
most acutely at the local level.31 Regrettably, the report fails to consider recent studies 
acknowledging teacher shortage as a local phenomenon, an important perspective that 
can be used to address the specific aspects of the culture and climate of the school that 
need improvement.32 As a result, the report makes no connection between its “em-
powered” teachers argument and the goal of nurturing effective local-level responses 
to the problem of teacher shortage in the face of local realities. As a case in point, 
researchers have examined whether schools reorganize teaching (an aspect of teacher 
autonomy) in response to teacher turnover.33 These studies are policy-relevant, in the 
sense that using incentives to help schools revisit and reorganize features of organi-
zational climate that have the most robust connection to student outcomes is a better 
approach than just giving teachers more autonomy.

V. Review of the Report’s Methods

As noted above, the report ignores that the classical view of the labor market assumes labor 
shortage as a condition when demand continually grows more rapidly than supply.34 In the 
same way, widespread teacher shortages are due to a combination of factors, including: 
rapid increase in demand triggered by “Great Resignation” and COVID relief funds; inflex-
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ible teacher labor supply due to licensing standards; and, slow teacher labor market reac-
tions caused by union contracts, state and district policies, declining enrollment in teacher 
preparation programs, and pre-retirement attrition.35 Teacher demand is also influenced by 
student enrollment, student-teacher ratio, and class size.36 Teacher supply is influenced by 
potential new entrants and re-entrants.37 In addition, the fact that shortages are local means 
that and each district or state faces varying staffing challenges because of differences in 
such areas as funding, salaries, licensure and certification policies, and teacher preparation 
enrollment and completion trends. 38 All of these factors suggest that teacher shortages are 
unlikely to be solved by simply providing teachers more autonomy. Although autonomous 
school reforms could help schools retain and attract teachers by improving working condi-
tions, adoption of such reforms only partially affects teacher demand. They neither substan-
tially change teacher demand nor affect teacher supply. 

Essentially, the method of analysis does not provide scientific evidence on (1) the assumed 
positive link between teacher autonomy and satisfaction,39 (2) the assumed positive link 
between job satisfaction and retention,40 and (3) the assumed negative link between teacher 
retention and teacher shortages.41 

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions 

The report suffers from “anchoring bias heuristic,”42 a concept used in behavioral econom-
ics, in which one piece of information is used to anchor only one way to solve the problem, 
akin to a solution in search of a problem. Like a physical anchor, there is no appropriate 
linkage with the problem being addressed. Throughout the report, autonomy in schools is 
presented as a panacea for reversing the teacher shortage problem. But in reality and in 
contrast, autonomy can be a double-edge sword. While advocates have framed it in a posi-
tive light, other research has suggested that the various aspects of work autonomy may lead 
to teachers being stretched too thin and experiencing increased burnout.43 Estimates from 
national survey data show that teachers across all kinds of charter schools report higher 
workloads than teachers in traditional public schools.44 

Although teacher autonomy has great potential for improving teacher retention, the report 
fails to frame such autonomy in a meaningful context. Teacher autonomy is multidimen-
sional and context-specific, and teachers may be more autonomous in certain areas of their 
work than in others. While the report offers as a case study the Education Evolving organi-
zation—a group of district semi-autonomous innovation schools and charter schools—it fails 
to explicitly discuss just which areas of school-based decision-making teachers have least 
and most autonomy over. 

Teacher autonomy alone cannot resolve the multifaceted, deeply nuanced, and complex 
problems that school districts face, including, for example: staffing gaps, low pay, and high 
workloads.45 Thus, the report simply ignores factors that may result in teacher turnover but 
are unrelated to degrees of teacher autonomy. 

While the report argues for the benefits of autonomy including efficiency, innovation, and 
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teacher retention, it offers little firm evidence to support such claims. Some research liter-
ature, however, has found that turnover in charters and portfolio districts raises questions 
about their stability and sustainability. For example, research in post-Katrina New Orleans 
and Tennessee’s local innovation Zones (iZones), which the report touts as leading examples 
of portfolio district models,46 suggests that portfolio districts have faced similar challenges 
in retaining effective teachers over time, despite interventions centered on local autonomy 
and teacher salary incentives.47 In the case of iZone schools, salary incentives for teacher re-
cruitment and retention may have played an important role in the model’s success in the first 
year, but may have left too few effective educators available to staff schools in later years.48 
To be clear, while there is not enough large-scale, quantitative evidence to definitively say 
how local autonomy affects teacher retention in charter and portfolio district settings, evi-
dence from more mature initiatives on autonomous school models paints a sobering picture 
of their effectiveness in increasing teacher retention.49 

The fact of the matter is that charter schools and portfolio districts have varied character-
istics and typically include a basket of related reforms besides autonomy, such as flexible 
salary schedules to attract and retain teaching talent, school choice system, equitable school 
funding, and performance-based accountability. It is deeply misguided to claim that auton-
omy is an isolated mechanism that mediates teacher retention.  

Finally, the significance of the reforms cited in the report—such as those reported for India-
napolis Public Schools’ innovation schools—have been cherry-picked for the report’s narra-
tive.50 In addition, analysis of teacher retention is never a simple task because research de-
signs should, for example, be able to explain variations in teacher retention among schools 
as well as to control for differences in teacher and school characteristics. Even if the debate 
over validity were reduced to a policy issue, the report offers little or no supporting evidence 
for its claims. 

VII. Usefulness of the Report for Guidance  
of Policy and Practice 

The report oversimplifies the complex issue of teacher attrition, fails to analyze multiple 
supply and demand indicators, ignores the extent to which teacher attrition (or retention) 
may affect shortages, and provides no data in support of claims. Nor does it meaningfully as-
sess the effectiveness, sustainability, and relative cost-effectiveness of autonomous reforms. 

Therefore, because the report focuses on only a single factor in what is actually a systemic 
issue varying greatly among discrete locations, it offers no useful guidance to policymakers 
or other education decision makers. 
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