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			Chapter 1

			August

			
				A Maryland administrator to a group of female math teachers: “Long-term subs are really hard to find, so I need you to not get really sick or pregnant this year.”

				A district arts coordinator to a Texas high school art teacher: “We don’t need to give you money for art supplies because you can repurpose found objects, like toilet paper cores and cereal boxes!”

				A parent at a parent-teacher conference, banging his fists on the table and screaming at a Michigan high school English teacher: “I’m coming to get you, little girl. Just wait. I am coming to get you.”

			

			Rebecca Abrams, Elementary School Teacher

			Ah, summer, that long relaxing stretch during which the nation’s teachers, freed from all classroom and contractual obligations, spend the entirety of their “summers off”[*]—“they’re off four months a year”—on a “paid vacation” (after working their “part-time job” for “only 180 days” during which all they have “to do is show up the next year, teach the same class, and do the same job, and they automatically get a cost of living increase”) either partying with abandon, three sheets to the wind, or generally loafing about, comatose on the beach.

			Haha, not.

			Following a month of lesson prep and continuing ed coursework, Rebecca Abrams met with Yvonne, Eastern Elementary School’s instructional coordinator, to go over the gifted English language arts curriculum requirements. After two years of teaching 4th grade (following stints in 3rd and 1st), Rebecca felt confident that her gifted math lesson plans were effective and fun, and she was well prepared for her on-grade-level social studies and science classes. But she hadn’t taught gifted ELA before and the curriculum, set by a combination of district and state entities, was a beast.

			During their nearly four-hour session, Yvonne handed Rebecca endless packets, too thick to staple, of the units and strategies the class was expected to cover, each accompanied by a teacher’s guide and student workbook or dozens of pages listing URL links for teachers. The district provided no direction explaining the order in which to teach the units or how to incorporate the strategies. The preassessment for one unit analyzed a poem that Rebecca, a lifelong literature buff, didn’t fully understand, but somehow the county expected nine-year-olds to comprehend it before the class covered its first poetry unit.

			“You’ll be so good at this!” Yvonne said.

			“I’m going to die!” Rebecca announced. She shook her mop of untamable copper curls, which along with her general zaniness had led many students over the years to refer to her as Ms. Frizzle, of Magic School Bus fame.

			For three summer weeks after that meeting, Rebecca struggled to figure out how to integrate the mountain of advanced requirements into the general ed curriculum she was supposed to teach the gifted ELA class. The units and strategies did not overlap. She had never even heard of some of the strategies.

			In August, when Rebecca learned there would be a professional development session on 4th grade gifted ELA, she was delighted—and not because she enthusiastically considered herself a big dork (though she did). PDs, which had varying levels of usefulness, could span anywhere from a one-hour workshop to a yearlong class. To keep their licenses, teachers had to accumulate continuing education credits, which they often earned over the summer.

			In a classroom at a nearby elementary school, the curriculum guides were spread out on a table. Awesome, they’re explaining the guides! Rebecca thought. I’m so glad they’re having this PD.

			The facilitator introduced herself to the three dozen seated teachers. “Here are a bunch of links,” she said, gesturing to a Smart Board. “You should bookmark them. They’re important. And here’s an online community. You should join it. Okay, go ahead!”

			The teachers continued to look expectantly at the facilitator. While some had taught gifted ELA before, many of the attendees were either new to the program or, like Rebecca, had taught only gifted math.

			“This is your time to look through it all. You can talk to each other about it!” the facilitator prodded.

			I thought you were going to train us to make sense of this, Rebecca thought. She had already reviewed every page of the resource materials several times.

			As the facilitator strolled around the room talking to participants, Rebecca raised her hand to request help designing lessons. The facilitator started toward her, then turned to talk to another table. While she waited, Rebecca reviewed the Google Docs links, which emphasized, yet again, just how much material there was. She raised her hand once more when the facilitator turned in her direction, but the presenter suddenly veered off as if pulled by a magnet. The third time this happened, Rebecca’s tablemates giggled. Now hands were going up across the room.

			“I give up, I give up,” Rebecca muttered, thinking, I don’t know where to start. This is the worst PD of my teaching career. Rebecca was generally confident, bubbly, upbeat, and loud, but now she stared forlornly at her laptop. The veteran teachers at the table talked about happenings at their school. Looking beaten, the other new gifted ELA teacher at the table took out her phone to text.

			Rebecca lowered her hand. Her tablemates noticed her dejection and stopped chatting. “Hey, we can get her attention for you, don’t worry,” one offered.

			“Nah, forget about it,” Rebecca said in her strong New York accent, worried she’d choke up if she said anything further because she was so passionate about giving her students the best possible educational experience. (“I’m a crier. All my emotions come out my eyeballs,” she told me later, laughing at herself.)

			Her tablemates peered at her more closely. Their hands shot up at the same time. “She has a question!” they shouted, pointing to Rebecca. “She’s been trying to get your attention!”

			“Oh, I’m so sorry!” the facilitator said, hurrying to their table. She looked at Rebecca, waiting.

			“I’m so overwhelmed, I don’t know what to do,” blurted Rebecca, mortified when a few tears rolled down her cheeks.

			The veterans jumped in. “Oh hey! It’s not that bad!” “It’s like a big mishmash of things!” “She’s right, this PD would be more helpful if it included lessons or a calendar or something more concrete.”

			“Why don’t you just pick one or two things to focus on this quarter,” the facilitator said.

			“But which ones?” Rebecca asked.

			“That’s up to you!”

			Rebecca didn’t challenge her. She left the meeting feeling no more informed. In her car, she blared her version of “angry music”—some Linkin Park, “Smash the Mirror” from the musical Tommy, “Good for You” from Dear Evan Hansen—and sang along at the top of her lungs. To boost her mood, she drove to Eastern, where she could “do something productive that I’m good at: setting up my classroom.” She arranged her classroom library, hung bulletin board borders, and organized desk supplies and cabinets, physical tasks that calmed her because she could methodically cross them off her to-do list.

			This was “summer vacation” for a teacher, the time when the general public seemed to believe teachers did not work. Certainly, teachers who weren’t in classrooms over the summer could have less day-to-day stress, and some teachers made the most of the season by recharging, as they deserved to, because they were paid only 10 months of the year. But most teachers’ work continued with second jobs or required certification courses, compliance trainings, PDs, planning meetings, creating new classroom resources, learning new curricula, and developing and revising lesson plans and strategies. Because of nonsensical district training schedules, Rebecca had even been required to sit through the same online training on a new textbook twice this summer.

			In Rebecca’s district, teachers’ yearly contracts stipulated that they could be asked to work beyond stated working hours for school-related activities; those who refused were breaking contract. Rebecca had been half amused when she saw a mandatory district training presentation slide stating unironically that the teachers’ workweek ended at midnight on Fridays and began at 12:01 a.m. on Saturdays.

			It was no wonder Rebecca didn’t have time for the life she thought she wanted. At the start of her teaching career, she’d tried to date, do community theater, and sing in her synagogue’s chorus. But when her principal switched her to different grades in consecutive years, finding work/life balance became impossible. Last year, Rebecca had been frustrated that she couldn’t often help her siblings with their children, attend dance classes, or spontaneously see friends on weekends. She’d given up Nacho, a dog she’d loved and fostered for a few months. She had to back out of auditioning for a musical. All because teaching dominated her life.

			Rebecca missed the camaraderie, culture, and inside jokes of what she called her “strange and glorious” musical theater community. And at 29, she thought that perhaps five years without a date was her limit. Her last relationship ended when her boyfriend moved out because Rebecca, at 24, was always working. After they broke up, he told her he’d almost ended the relationship several times before that because she wasn’t home or paying attention to him.

			This summer, Rebecca’s best friend, Aiko, had cajoled her into making a pact that they would both try online dating. Rebecca loved her work, but she wanted her life back. I can’t believe I haven’t dated in five years. This is the year, she vowed as she got her classroom in order. I’m going to have a social life again. Was that really too much to ask?

			

			•   •   •

			Rebecca was shaking her booty and singing inappropriate lyrics about half an hour before the start of the first day of school when the assistant principal stuck her head in Rebecca’s classroom. “Hi, I’m glad you’re here. I want to introduce you to some people,” the AP said. She led a mom and two kids into the room. “This is Holly. She’s new to Eastern and she’ll be in your class.” Holly peered shyly from behind her mother.

			“Holly, hi! It’s so great to meet you!” Rebecca enthused, overexuberantly shaking hands with Holly and her little brother. “So listen—SNEAK PEEK: I sing and dance in class all the time because I’m a Disney princess.”

			Holly, still hiding, laughed. The AP agreed: “That’s true. Sometimes I’ll be walking down the hallway and I’ll hear singing coming from here. Really, really loud singing.”

			“It’s a good thing you didn’t come into my room five minutes earlier,” Rebecca said to the adults, who snickered because they’d heard her.

			The AP looked at Holly. “You know what else Miss Abrams does? She walks down the hall reading her Kindle. I’m amazed she doesn’t walk into things.”

			“Oh, I totally walk into things!” Rebecca told Holly. “That’s another sneak peek. But it’s worth it because I lo-ove reading!”

			“Me too!” Holly exclaimed.

			Rebecca chatted in her usual boisterous way with Holly and her brother. When they left, she resumed singing. As she usually did in the minutes before the first day of school, Rebecca double-checked her giant first-day to-do list to determine whether she needed to make copies, bring home papers to cut for projects or books to judge for potential read-alouds, and so forth. She admired how neat her room looked because it definitely would never look that nice again for the rest of the year. Today she also worried about doing the gifted ELA program justice and whether parents might complain to administrators that she wasn’t offering students enough of a challenge.

			At least her colleagues had her back. Rebecca loved most of her coworkers. Her closest friend at school, Trixie, was a fellow 4th grade teacher. They helped each other at every turn, moving furniture together during classroom setup, dropping off surprise funny pick-me-ups, pooling classroom supplies, and vetting each other’s emails to parents and administrators. Rebecca was also tight with Evangeline, Eastern’s music teacher, with whom she had a history of Prank Wars.

			Later that morning, when her students had settled and put away their supplies, Rebecca gave her annual spiel, which she’d previewed for Holly. “I have four very important things to tell you,” she announced. “First, I spontaneously burst into song and dance. If anyone says anything that makes me think of a song, I’ll sing. Sometimes I’ll even have a dance routine that goes with it.” She couldn’t help it; whenever she heard something that reminded her of a song—and with her extensive musical background, she knew a lot of songs—Rebecca sang. She’d never gone longer than a week without singing in class. Sometimes she burst into song during Eastern’s weekly team meetings. Her colleagues were used to it.

			“Number two: I’m very clumsy. I’ll trip over the computer cord, fall onto your desks, trip over air.” The kids laughed. “When I’m trying to toss you things, I will accidentally hit you. You will all get hit by a flying whiteboard marker sometime this year. You’re allowed to laugh as long as you’re laughing with me, not at me.”

			“Three: I’m really forgetful. I have some strategies that help me work around it, like writing notes on my hand and Post-it notes. So you might need to help me remember things.”

			“Four: I have very high expectations.” As happened every year, the students’ faces fell. “What I mean is, I expect you to try your best and take learning seriously. That doesn’t mean we won’t have fun. I just expect you to do your best and not give up. Can you all do that?”

			The kids looked relieved. “Oh! Yeah!” “We can do that!”

			“I’m going to challenge you. I’m not going to let you sit on your bippies!” Rebecca said. “But you will all learn in my class.”

			At a staff meeting after school that day, administrators discussed building relationships with students and their families. “Just to show how this is already happening at Eastern, I’m going to out Rebecca,” the AP said from the front of the cafeteria. Everyone turned and looked at Rebecca.

			“Ohh, Rebehhccaa, what’d you doo,” Trixie singsonged.

			Rebecca, who had no clue, offered a hammed-up shrug.

			“Rebecca doesn’t know I’m about to say this,” the AP continued, “but she’s already started building a relationship with a student new to the school. Let me tell you about this visit.” She told the group that Holly had come from a small private school where she didn’t have positive relationships with her classmates or teachers. She was anxious about attending a new school—and then she met Rebecca. The AP explained how Rebecca quickly and warmly established a rapport with the student. Rebecca was surprised; she hadn’t thought about the interaction all day.

			“As I walked the family back down the hallway,” the AP said, “the student stopped dead in the middle of the hall while I was talking to her mother and announced, ‘I think this is going to be my best school year ever!’ ”

			“Aww,” chorused the teachers.

			A few days later, as Rebecca walked her students to their weekly library class, two girls admitted they had been afraid of 4th grade. “But now we’ve met you and we’re so happy!” said Mia.

			“Why were you scared of fourth grade?” Rebecca asked.

			“Because the tests are harder!” said Luci, Mia’s best friend. “Also! I talked to Anamaria! She was in fourth grade last year! She said you and Ms. B.”—that was Trixie—“were real witches! But now that I’m actually in your class? You’re not bad at all!”

			Rebecca snort-laughed, her unintentional signature. “Oh, I can be a witch when I have to be.” She belted out lines from Into the Woods: “I’m not good / I’m not nice / I’m just right / I’m the witch!” Later, she’d share the exchange with Trixie.

			That day, Rebecca had planned a purposely challenging math task so the class would struggle enough to launch an interesting conversation about math strategies. Mia tried to avoid tackling the problem by repeatedly getting up to sharpen her pencil and retrieve her water bottle.

			“Mia, sit back down. Let’s talk about the math,” Rebecca said.

			She couldn’t hear what Mia said. Mia was a mumbler. “Say that again?”

			“This is really hard,” Mia mumbled.

			“Yes, I know. I told you it would be hard, remember? I want you to practice talking about math with your teammates. If the problem were too easy, you wouldn’t have anything to talk about. And remember the first day of school? I warned you I have high expectations and would challenge you!”

			Mia gave Rebecca a big smile. “Anamaria was right, Miss Abrams. You really are a witch!”

			Rebecca tapped her fingers together, cackled, “Muahahahaha! Now do your math!” and shimmied away.

			Penny Davis, 6th Grade Math Teacher

			As soon as Penny entered the auditorium, Southern Middle School felt different than it had in years past. Usually, she began Work Week excited to start the school year. Every year on the first August workday before school, the principal had greeted teachers with games and gift cards, music, a school spirit staff T-shirt, and a sprawling breakfast buffet over which colleagues chatted about their summer. Penny, a 6th grade math teacher, hoped the new principal would carry on the positive legacy of the previous administration, particularly now, when teachers’ morale was sagging beneath the weight of continued pandemic fallout. But the faculty meeting atmosphere felt cold and sterile. There was no food, music, or swag. The staff’s conversations were hushed. The new principal, who, at 40, was the same age as Penny, stood aloof in front of the room, her nose high, her back straight.

			Penny missed her favorite coworker at Southern, who’d left over the summer for a position at the district’s central office. She spotted Birdie, a new inclusion[*] teacher, and chitchatted to make her feel welcome. When a few teachers joined them, the women murmured about the changes they feared the principal would implement. The faculty was already unhappy about the new principal, who they believed was unqualified. Disruptions to routines made Penny nervous.

			There were a few new teachers this year. Savannah and Vivian, who were on Penny’s 6th grade team, were young twentysomethings who must have met over the summer because they were already joined at the hip.

			“Who is that?” Savannah said, chin-pointing to a man in the doorway.

			The man, who had floppy black hair and deep chestnut eyes, looked out of place. There were only a few male teachers at Southern, all currently clad in their regular hometown gentleman uniform of khakis, a neutral polo shirt, and loafers. The new guy sported a pink button-down shirt and a whimsical tie. He looked around the room with a lost smile, saw James, a custodian, cleaning up in a corner, and ambled over to strike up a conversation with him.

			“Never mind, not my type,” Savannah said, eyeing his dad bod.

			“That must be the new Spanish teacher, Ed,” said Jan, a friendly 8th grade math teacher. “I heard he just moved from New York City.”

			Penny didn’t know many northerners. She was intrigued by the prospect of meeting someone with a worldview different from her own. She looked back at the guy, who caught her glance. When she smiled in greeting, regretting as she did so that her wide, toothy smile got wider and toothier when she felt awkward, he flashed her a relieved grin that carved unexpected dimples.

			Soon after the principal began her presentation, she talked about tightening the budget. Penny grew more uneasy. Southern teachers were already short on funds. Many of Penny’s colleagues were on the borderline of the cutoff for qualifying for government assistance. Single-parent teachers spent almost their entire paycheck on health insurance premiums. Paraeducators often worked only for the insurance and took home no pay; some still had to pay the school system an additional monthly fee to cover their insurance contributions. Penny had teacher friends who worked two or three extra jobs to support their families and pay for their children’s sports teams and extracurricular activities. Penny, a veteran teacher with 18 years’ experience, had a salary of $47,000.

			Penny wondered what more the principal could possibly cut from the budget. Last year, the school had given teachers only $100 for classroom supplies and books for the entire year. One year, Penny had spent $2,000 of her own money on those items. Southern also already set its heat and air conditioning to objectionable levels to save money; Penny had to keep a fan, heater, and jacket in her room. The Southern building had leaks and there was mold in Penny’s classroom—really, there was mold all over the school—even though every year she asked the school to eliminate it.

			Yet Southern and the high school it fed into were the crown jewels of their conservative rural county. Among other accolades, the high school football team was a perennial playoff contender and the middle school usually won local band competitions. They were known by other district communities as “the rich schools.” Many Southern families were comfortably middle or upper middle class, but the district also included a few blue-collar neighborhoods where families couldn’t afford school supplies.

			After the meeting, as Penny stood up to leave, she saw Nel, the administrative secretary, and Blair, a 6th grade science teacher, side-eyeing her and whispering. This treatment wasn’t new. Plenty of times last year when Penny was checking her mail in the office, Nel or Blair would say to a handful of teachers, “Hey, we’re going to lunch, want to come?” or “We’re ordering takeout—anyone want anything?” blatantly ignoring Penny. When Penny picked up lunch or ran to the convenience store, she made sure to ask everyone within sight if they needed something.

			Penny was used to “not fitting into their little bubble,” as she put it, but it still hurt. People told Penny, who was petite and chesty with long, shiny dark hair, that she was pretty, but when she looked in the mirror, she still saw the awkward teen whom middle school classmates made fun of. To this day, Penny didn’t feel like she’d ever had a true best friend. The women in her small town were interested in such stereotypically southern-belle fripperies that Penny had difficulty finding common ground. They sure didn’t like Star Wars like Penny did.

			Penny saw herself as a “math nerd,” though she was intellectually curious and well-read in so many subjects that she could clear a Jeopardy! board any night of the week. Penny had never really met anyone else like her and wouldn’t have had an active social life if not for her husband, Kent.

			Kent and Penny had met in high school—the same high school their kids now attended—a golden couple from the start. At least, that’s what other people believed. Even now, Penny’s colleagues seemed to think she led a charmed life, with two strapping football player sons and a husband who could win over anyone. Maybe that was why some coworkers kept their distance from her. Blair called Penny “Princess Perfect.” Penny once overheard Nel tell a teacher, “Penny’s just too perfect: perfect wife, perfect kids, perfect husband. I can’t deal with that.” Penny’s colleagues had no idea what was actually going on behind closed doors.

			The abuse had started early on, before Penny knew enough to realize that the way Kent treated her was wrong. She longed for the kind of passion she saw in Dirty Dancing, her favorite movie outside the Star Wars canon. She’d grown up believing the movie showcased what love (and sex) should be. Life with Kent wasn’t like that at all. She’d read enough articles about how love didn’t mirror movie portrayals to convince herself that Kent was good enough. In Penny’s town, women were expected to marry young and get crankin’ on the babies right away. Penny always had tried to do what was expected of her.

			When Penny was seven months pregnant with the twins, she and Kent got into an argument about Kent’s pickup truck. Kent refused to get a new car and hadn’t allowed Penny to get a master’s degree so that she could eventually earn more money as a teacher to pay for a used, safer car herself. Penny showed Kent a spreadsheet she’d made to illustrate that they could afford a safe car to protect their boys. Suddenly it was as if a switch had flipped. Kent screamed at Penny, accusing her of being raised poorly, of being spoiled—this from the man who bought himself a $400 coat. Penny had never seen Kent rage this way before. Afraid he would hit her, she fled the house in the dark, wearing only her nightgown on the coldest night of the year.

			He didn’t go after her. Eventually, when she worried the twins could freeze, she walked the dozen blocks back home. He was still angry when she returned. That night, she asked herself, “Should I leave him?” No, she decided, his temper is just flaring. He’ll be better once we have the boys. She made excuses like that for years.

			Now, Kent yelled at her every week. He saved his physical aggression for video games. One time he got so angry during a game that he kicked a hole in the wall and needed surgery on his foot. After that incident, Penny fixed up a man cave in the basement to give him his own space—and so the kids would be less likely to hear their dad bellowing at a screen.

			Kent still found ways to control her. Sometimes he gave her an afternoon curfew. When they were out in public, whether in town or their front yard, if she stopped to greet a friend or neighbor, he’d hiss that she wasn’t “being courteous” to him. Penny told herself daily she could stick out the marriage until the boys turned 18, which was now two years away. Kent was a decent father, mostly. But she lamented that her boys knew her as someone who was always on edge.
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			The first family to enter Penny’s classroom for Open House was the family who’d known Penny the longest. Penny had grown up with Skylar’s mother, Kitty. While they’d been friendly as children, it would be a stretch to say they were friends now. Kitty was, in Penny’s opinion, “a cross between a Stepford wife and a helicopter mom.”

			Kitty owned an enormous house in the city, where the schools were not top-notch. Until now, she’d sent her four children to private school. Although she technically lived out of district, she’d asked school officials for years to waive her family in. She wanted her kids to attend the most prestigious public schools in the county, where her sons could play on the football team and her daughter eventually could join the high school’s award-winning cheer squad. Southern’s new principal had agreed to put a word in with the school board for a transfer.

			The moment the transfer was approved, Kitty lobbied the principals at the middle and high schools to put her kids in the “best” teachers’ classes. At Southern, that included Penny for math. Over the summer, Kitty barraged Penny with texts, though they hadn’t hung out in years. “Skylar’s coming to Southern next year and I’ve already requested that she’ll be in your class!” the first one said.

			Ohh boy, this might not be a good idea, Penny thought. Teaching the children of people she’d grown up with added extra pressure. Their parents usually assumed they’d have an in with Penny. If she could do it all over again, Penny wouldn’t have stayed in her hometown. Teaching where she grew up blurred too many lines.

			“Can you email me a list of the students in each of Skylar’s classes?” Kitty texted in July. “I want to look up where they all live and make sure Skylar’s only going to be with the good kids.”

			“No, I can’t do that,” Penny replied, and promptly forwarded the text to her mom so they could have a good laugh.

			At Open House, Kitty was flanked by her daughter and her mother, all three wearing head-to-toe Lilly Pulitzer, sauntering down the hallway, blessing all the hearts, looking like they sashayed “straight out of Bravo’s Southern Charm,” Penny told me later. Skylar’s outfit cost exponentially more than Penny’s black slacks, low heels, and green top, which she’d found on sale at Target.

			Skylar’s grandmother gave Penny a southern hug—a side hug with her hand on Penny’s shoulder—and an air-kiss, touchy-feely without smudging her lipstick. “We are so excited y’all are going to be Skylar’s teacher,” she announced.

			“Anyhoo, we know you’re the best teacher here, and my Skylar just had to be on your team because if there are any problems, I know who to call immediately,” Kitty gushed.

			Greeaat, Penny thought. She turned to Skylar. “Hi, Skylar, I’m looking forward to having you in my class.”

			“Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am,” Skylar said. Penny smiled at her and moved on to Asher’s dad, another parent she’d grown up with.

			Later, a mother approached Penny, leaving at the door a pale boy whose auburn hair fell messily in his face. “Hello, my son Zach is a selective mute. He won’t talk to you no matter what you do. He will talk to other kids and he will talk to me. That’s it,” she said matter-of-factly.

			Penny was a deer in headlights. Neither the school nor the district had provided her with any information about this student. Penny was confident she could teach any child, but she liked to be thoroughly prepared. She’d been at school since 7 a.m. to finish decorating her meticulously organized classroom, which was so colorful that students had remarked, “It looks like a pack of highlighters threw up.”

			“Also, Zach is shaky in math,” his mother said. She explained that she wanted Zach to have accommodations, but the district refused to give him an Individualized Education Program (IEP) because selective mutism wasn’t officially recognized as a disability. It would have been helpful if the Southern administration had assigned Zach to an inclusion class. Penny had Birdie, the inclusion teacher, only two periods a day.

			The rest of Open House plodded along, with a few memorable doozies. One parent told Penny, “I’m not buying school supplies. You should be buying the school supplies because I pay your salary because I pay taxes.” Penny didn’t mention that she’d spent hundreds of dollars on supplies already this year, and that for the first time any Southern teachers could remember, the administration gave them no money for their classrooms.

			A nurse, smiling radiantly with a large gift bag and three well-behaved kids, introduced her son, Darren, and said, “I thought you might need extra glue sticks, paper, and pencils, so this is for you. If there’s anything I can do to help you, let me know. Anything you need, please call.” It occurred to Penny that unlike this single parent, Kitty, whose family was the wealthiest at Southern, hadn’t brought or offered a thing. Darren’s mom was the antidote to other parents at Open House; Penny carried her kindness with her for the rest of the interminable day.

			Before Open House ended, Kitty texted Penny: “We’re very concerned because Asher and Skylar are in the same class. They’re such good little friends, we’re worried they’re going to misbehave.”

			Penny rolled her eyes. “Class schedules are set. I’ll put them on opposite sides of the room. They’ll be fine.”

			That afternoon, Penny had to attend an IEP meeting for one of her students. During IEP meetings, staff reviewed and updated customized educational plans for students with special needs. In this case, the student struggled with ADHD.

			The school counselor introduced the teachers to the parents and passed out copies of an evaluation report. As the meeting began, the central issue crystallized: The parents wanted their son diagnosed with a learning disability that he didn’t have and placed in special ed classes with more accommodations than he needed. The parents didn’t listen to the counselor’s gentle hints that the child belonged in general ed, where he already received accommodations for mild ADHD.

			After about 10 minutes of observing the group talking in circles, Ed, the new Spanish teacher, spoke for the first time. “The counselor’s report says right here that your child does not have a learning disability,” he said, pointing at the page.

			The student’s mom bristled. “He does have a learning disability.”

			“The tests indicated otherwise,” Ed said. “But he might benefit from medication for his ADHD.”

			“We don’t have to give him medicine if we don’t want to,” the mom said, crossing her arms and shooting an accusatory look at the school counselor, who nodded.

			“That’s true, you don’t,” the counselor agreed.

			“There’s nothing any of us can do to make your child have a learning disability. Your child actually tests above average,” Ed said.

			The other participants looked warily at one another or down at their laps. Wow, Ed is kind of a jerk, Penny thought. People here are raised to not be that blunt.

			After the meeting, Penny finished diligently writing her meeting notes. She looked up to see Ed waiting for her. “Golly, you were aggressive with those parents,” she said.

			“The report and the student’s prior teachers said he could do the work.”

			“I agree, but we sugarcoat it with parents. You were very blunt. Maybe that’s a New York City thing.”

			“Have you ever been to Manhattan?” Ed asked.

			“Oh, my husband, Kent, took us there for his job once,” she said, defensive. “He has a big fancy office overlooking the park and they put us up at a ritzy hotel.”

			Ed cocked his head. “You’re big on bragging about your life, aren’t you.”

			Penny scowled. “Uhh, okay. You asked.” She gathered her things and strode out of the room, shaking her head at the audacity of the city guy who thought he was all that.

			

			•   •   •

			The 6th grade teachers and students were divided into three teams. At Penny’s team’s meeting the Friday before school, the other teachers carped about Zach.

			“If he’s not going to talk to us, how do we communicate with him?” asked Wilma, a history teacher. Wilma and Blair were considered the “mean teachers” at Southern, stern to students and tough with grades.

			“He needs to be removed from the classroom immediately if he won’t talk,” Blair said. “He’s deliberately disobeying teachers. He’s being obstinate. That’s oppositional defiance.”

			Oppositional defiance is a behavioral disorder, Penny thought. That’s totally different from selective mutism. “It’s going to be tricky, but if he’ll write us notes or talk to other students, it could work out,” Penny said. “He’s been doing this for years, so I think he’ll know how to communicate with us. We could even email his teacher from last year for advice.” Although Blair, Wilma, and Celia, an English teacher, were older than Penny, teaching was their second career. Penny, who started teaching right out of college, was the veteran on the team.

			“But why isn’t he in special ed? Why doesn’t he have an IEP?” Savannah asked.

			“Because it’s not considered a disability,” Penny said.

			“Then if he chooses not to speak, his parents need to force him to speak or punish him until he does,” Blair said.

			“I agree. How am I supposed to reach this child?” Wilma groused.

			“You ask him yes-or-no questions. Or have him write on a whiteboard,” Penny said.

			Penny went to the office after the meeting to ask if the school had Zach’s file yet. Nel grudgingly dug a folder out of a cabinet.

			“You had this the whole time? Why didn’t we get his file before Open House?” Penny asked.

			Nel shrugged.

			Penny flipped through the pages. There it was: selective mutism. She could have been prepping for this for weeks. The file also showed that Zach was a B student who passed the state tests. “He’s smart! Blair, Wilma, and the others feel like Zach doesn’t belong here. I was appalled,” Penny told me later. “Teachers make accommodations for kids a whole lot. I may not have an IEP saying this child needs accommodations, but if I see a child struggling, I’m going to accommodate that child.”

			Miguel Garcia, Middle School Special Ed Teacher

			Miguel Garcia laid his head on his desk. Even though he was a veteran National Board–certified special education teacher and former union representative, even though he’d grown up in poverty in a rough neighborhood, even though he was grateful to be in a position in which he could help students who lived in unfathomably difficult circumstances, this week had been too much. If I were a first-year teacher, he thought, I would have quit today.

			Half a dozen opened textbooks blanketed Miguel’s desk. It was 8 p.m. on a Thursday, the latest Miguel had ever stayed in his classroom, so late that the rest of the Western Middle School building was empty. He had lost sleep over his job all week, and he still didn’t know where to begin. I’m drowning in paper, he thought. How the hell do I do this?

			This was an entirely new set of problems from the ones Miguel had encountered the previous year, when the moderately to severely disabled students in his special ed classes constantly bit, hit, or spit on him. This year, Miguel was teaching one general ed elective video production class and four periods of special ed classes for mildly to moderately disabled students. He had switched to the less severely disabled population only because his doctor told him he must.

			Miguel had enjoyed working with the moderate to severe population. He always rooted for the underdog: As the son of impoverished Salvadoran immigrants, he’d been an underdog himself. When he was a first-generation college student, he’d devoted his free time to volunteering with kids from the projects. “I’m drawn to public service with populations that are overlooked, maybe because I was overlooked sometimes and was always super grateful when someone noticed me,” he said. “My job would be so much easier if I dealt with all really well-behaved kids from upper-class neighborhoods, but that’s not what I got into this for.” He also chose to work in special ed for the same reason he left the entertainment industry more than two decades ago. When his mother had a brain hemorrhage, her resulting disabilities included severe communication and mobility issues. Her treatment and rehabilitation inspired Miguel to leave a much more lucrative career for teaching: He wanted to help the people who most needed help.

			Miguel loved teaching students with mild to moderate disabilities, too. The kids tugged at his heartstrings, like Eli, a 6th grader who bolted from the classroom practically every day last year but had a dry sense of humor that Miguel found irresistible. And Dewayne, a good-hearted 7th grader whose distracting behavior, fueled by severe ADHD, led some of his gen ed teachers to kick him out of class.

			Western was an urban Title I school[*] with a diverse population of mostly Black and Latino children. Many students had permits to attend Western rather than their local schools because their parents worked nearby as nannies, housekeepers, home health aides, or nursing home assistants. Local families who had the money usually sent their kids to private schools. While Western had struggled in the past, recently it had turned around under Frank, a congenial new principal and former teacher whom Miguel had befriended. Western had a large number of homeless students, kids expelled from other schools, students in single-parent families, and children who came from neighborhoods so unsafe that their parents bused them in. “Our school,” Miguel said fondly, “is the Island of Misfit Toys,” where students were accepted, nurtured, and given second chances.

			Which made it all the more galling that school district officials were trying to destroy it.

			In late spring, the Western community had been stunned to learn that district officials held secret meetings with parents at wealthier elementary schools about taking over Western and turning it into a charter-school-like academy. Schools invited to the meetings were as far as four miles away from Western. Closer-in schools, where parents were more likely to know Western families, were not invited. No Western families attended the schools that would feed into the academy. No Western families were informed by the board about its plans to snatch away a crucial anchor in their lives.

			Western and Central, the other public middle school in the area, had plenty of space for more kids. Rather than prioritizing its current students and welcoming new ones, the school board was capitulating to private-school parents who wanted a free middle school in the neighborhood “for our kids.” The academy would be 75% white, Miguel estimated, based on the elementary school populations invited to apply. Western and Central averaged more than 80% minority students. The new academy would eliminate Western, divert resources away from Central, and end a special education program that families relied on.

			Locals didn’t trust Chad Tucker, the school board member with gelled inky hair who was leading the charge. He was a young white elite and former investment banker whose exorbitant campaign funding came from out of state. His education inexperience, out-of-touch proposals, and seeming affinity for charter schools led some educators to refer to him as “Betsy DeVos, Jr.”

			Over the summer, Miguel had devoted himself to opposing the takeover, though he didn’t have the time: His mother was dying in hospice and in addition to his usual summer prep work and side jobs to supplement his teaching salary, he took a training course on teaching mildly to moderately disabled students. Miguel traveled back and forth across the country to be with his mom, while also fighting the school board: writing letters, rallying community members, researching policies.

			Miguel’s mother had died earlier in the month. Frank had called to check on him every day.

			Miguel didn’t want to be involved in politics. He went into teaching solely to help disadvantaged kids. “But when the board encroached on my corner of the world, it made my blood boil. I think they’ve been trying to starve out our school for the last two years so they could take over. One way is trying to get rid of our teachers,” he told me. The district had transferred several excellent teachers away from Western when it technically didn’t have to. This year, just before school started, officials transferred a terrific longtime Western math teacher elsewhere because of “lower enrollment projections.” The district easily could have floated Western the teacher’s salary for the first few weeks of school until student numbers rose, as they did every year. Western needed only a few more students to reach the threshold. Instead, a PE teacher and a science teacher were assigned the math classes, a long-term sub took two science classes, and other teachers’ class schedules were changed at the last minute to accommodate the switch. While the district officials were at it, they also axed Western’s school band.

			Miguel was one of the few teachers who wasn’t afraid to speak out against the district to defend his school. He was willing to risk being fired if he could save Western in the process. Teaching was not his first career, and it likely would not be his last.

			Miguel had attended a notoriously bad inner-city public elementary school. His parents worked extra jobs to scrape together enough money to send Miguel and his sister to a poorly run Catholic school where, Miguel remembered, “some of the nuns were downright abusive, mentally and physically. I hated school. I was bored. Rote learning and nineteen-forties teaching methods were the norm. Curiosity and freethinking weren’t allowed. I’d get so depressed on Sunday nights. But my parents were doing their best and at least I wasn’t getting jumped every day anymore.”

			Even now, in his fifties, Miguel cringed when he recalled his student days. He aimed to give his students the opposite experience. “The most wonderful thing about being a teacher is that I get to go back to school and try to be the teacher I wish I had. I try to make things fun,” he said. Miguel was known as a charismatic, innovative teacher. He had gotten a master’s in education specifically to learn new strategies to engage students.

			Once, a student informed a new classmate, “Don’t worry, we don’t do a lot of work. We play a lot of games.” Miguel loved to hear that the kids thought his lessons were games. Even when he let his students play actual games, like Uno and Connect 4, after lunch to transition them back into the classroom, they didn’t realize he was assessing their academic and social-emotional skills. He moved kids from table to table to determine who needed to be closer to him and whether certain students would learn better if they were separated. This week, Miguel quickly realized that Eli couldn’t stand Laurent, a 6th grader who was habitually contrarian. Miguel separated them because Eli responded with cutting insults that Laurent didn’t understand.

			As a teaching mentor in a district teacher training program, Miguel mentored 15 teachers, mostly at night. Every year, he taught the new teachers that the first two weeks of school were “an investment. Don’t feel like you have to start teaching academics right away. First you have to get to know your students. Talk about their favorite TV shows, things like that. As I start them doing team games, apps, and Smart Board stuff, I do formal assessments for groupings. I just assume the first two weeks are going to be mostly observing and developing a consistent routine.” He strove to “trick my students into learning by playing. I love to see them excited about learning, especially because my students have learning disabilities and for many of them, school has always been a dismal chore, like it was for me as a kid.”

			Now Miguel was the one faced with a dismal chore. He looked helplessly at the books that had been scattered across his desk since the end of the school day. His teaching schedule had already changed three times in only the first week of school. Miguel was expected to teach history, science, English language arts, and math to special ed students, plus his video elective. His special ed classes combined 6th to 8th grades. Today, the district had placed two new students with complicated IEPs, a 6th grader and an 8th grader, in his classes without any notice or support staff.

			The district demanded the impossible: Miguel had to prep curricula for essentially 13 different classes in three different grade levels—and he had to do it without proper resources or a teaching assistant because officials claimed to have no funding for the kids who needed it most. The district didn’t give Western money for new textbooks, and the special ed language arts books were unusable. Western didn’t even have a nurse more than once a week, though some Western students had seizure disorders so severe that they required an ambulance. Funny how the board could find the money to create a new academy for wealthy white families. The district’s inequitable policies were preventing Miguel from meeting his students’ needs. If I feel this way after twenty-plus years of experience, a new teacher would be crushed, he thought. Lesson planning was going nowhere tonight. Miguel forced himself to pack up and go home.

			

			•   •   •

			On Friday, Miguel was in the middle of teaching second period math when Eli reluctantly trudged in, late for the third time that week (the other two days he was absent). Eli’s behavior needed adjusting and he knew it; he said during a class discussion, almost as a warning, “I have this anger issue. And people in my family have it.” Eli’s last teacher, who had left special ed because she was fed up with the paperwork, had informed Miguel that Eli was difficult. “I can see why teachers are like, ‘I can’t deal with him,’ ” Miguel told me. “Teachers talk, and then kids travel from one class to another with a reputation. But I’m going to act like I don’t know anything. I’m going to validate him and be really positive. He’s smart and no one’s seen his potential. He can be defiant, but it’s self-protection. He’s resilient. He’s a good kid. I just think he’s had a tough go for a while.” Academically, Eli was a strong reader, but he refused to write or do homework.

			Eli had mentioned in passing on separate occasions that he had to sleep on the floor or a couch. Miguel guessed he was homeless, perhaps staying with relatives or friends, constantly on the move. Western teachers weren’t allowed to ask students about their home lives or medications.

			“Hey, Eli, hi, I’m glad you’re here,” Miguel said warmly. He thought Eli likely got grief last year for being late, but the obstacles homeless students faced getting to school each morning would be daunting for an adult, let alone an 11-year-old. “We just did a worksheet on graphs; here, I’ll get one for you.”

			The other students talked loudly. Miguel pointedly stared at the class. He tried never to raise his voice to students unless he had to short-circuit a behavior loop. With older kids, like his video students, he simply clapped sharply once and said, “Eyes.” Tall and clean-cut, with close-cropped hair and a baby face, Miguel looked much younger than his age, but his theater training had taught him how to command a room.

			A few students noticed Miguel’s stare. “Come on, shut up,” someone said.

			“I’m going to have to yell at you guys if you don’t listen. Do you want me to yell?” Miguel asked.

			“Yeah!” several kids replied. They’d never heard him yell before.

			“Okay,” Miguel said. “I WANT YOU ALL TO BE QUIET!”

			Startled, the kids busted out laughing.

			“Do you want me to do that again?” Miguel asked.

			“No!”

			“Okay.” Miguel shrugged so they’d know he wasn’t angry. “When I’m talking, don’t talk,” he said. “This is a skill you’re going to have to learn for high school. You appear rude when you talk while someone else is talking. I’m sure you’re not trying to be rude. So you need to whisper so you don’t interrupt me. Do you know how to whisper?”

			The kids played it off as if the question were silly, but Miguel caught enough uncertain looks that it hit him: Maybe no one had taught them how to whisper. Miguel had learned from teaching autistic kids that what neurotypical children learned practically through osmosis, some children needed to be taught specifically, step by step. Miguel thought this strategy could benefit all kinds of special ed students.

			“When you whisper, you can’t talk from your stomach. You have to talk from your throat. So let’s practice whispering.” Now the students looked at him as if he were crazy. “Talk about whatever you want, but whisper,” he said. “Here, if you don’t know what to talk about, tell the person next to you what your favorite cereal is.” Miguel circled the room, alerting kids when they were too loud. Eventually, their chatter reached an appropriate volume level.

			Experts call it “the hidden curriculum,” the things students learn that they aren’t specifically taught. This is a particular concern for students with special needs. One of the most important examples Miguel ever heard was at a special ed conference. The presenter said that as a woman, for years she didn’t think twice about telling her students that when they speak to someone, they should make eye contact and say hello. She told the audience she hadn’t considered that she was putting her male autistic students at risk because in public bathrooms, men usually don’t talk to or look at one another. Since that conference, Miguel had instructed his male special ed students that in public bathrooms, they should “do your business and leave. Don’t look at anybody. And if anyone talks to you in the bathroom, ignore them until you get outside. Then, if there are other people around, you can talk.”

			They need to be explicitly taught these things, Miguel thought as he crossed the classroom. Maybe, he realized, he should adopt the same back-to-basics outlook for his curriculum planning. What if he tossed out the district’s grade-level academic requirements and focused more on catching students up on the basic executive functions necessary for school? He could teach them how to interact and how to be successful students.

			Because prepping 13 classes wouldn’t help his students, Miguel would consolidate subjects. He’d prioritize the language arts basics—reading comprehension, fluency, and grammar—in history and science. Instead of teaching three grade levels of science at once, he’d rotate every two weeks: earth science, life science, physical science. He’d teach the other periods at a 6th grade level, simultaneously emphasize more advanced techniques for the 7th and 8th graders, and improve all the students’ life skills to prepare them for next year. His decision made, Miguel relaxed. He would cover as much as he could. He would not be beholden to district requirements. If district officials came after him, so be it. He’d go down knowing he did right by the kids.

			Miguel resumed his math lesson. He drew a graph on the whiteboard. “All right, let’s vote on . . . doughnuts! Yeah, that’s a good one. What’s your favorite doughnut?”

			Instantly the class perked up. “I love Krispy Kreme glazed doughnuts!” someone proclaimed.

			“I really like Dunkin’ chocolate-covered,” another student said.

			“Nah, man, glazed!”

			“Chocolate!”

			Before the debate intensified, Miguel interrupted. “Okay, okay, let’s do a vote. Who here likes glazed? Raise your hand.” He graphed the result. “Chocolate-covered? And who likes cream-filled?”

			“Eww, that’s nasty! I hate cream-filled,” someone piped up.

			“Yeah, when you squeeze it, it’s like pus coming out a pimple.”

			A chorus: “Eww!”

			As the conversation devolved, Miguel wrote the data on the board. They are super into doughnuts, he thought. Aha. Miguel had devised a reward system this year: Students could earn points by turning in homework, giving thoughtful answers in class, and so forth. At the end of the day, he gave the student with the most points a treat: a Pop-Tart, granola bar, or whatever Miguel picked up at the grocery store. For every five points, Miguel gave out paper tickets, but he hadn’t yet figured out what the kids would be able to buy with the tickets, until now.

			Miguel often felt like a club DJ in the classroom, continuously changing tracks, managing the vibe, keeping the room moving and motivated. “It’s like you do a set, and if a song doesn’t work out or kills the mood for some reason, you have to be prepared with options B, C, and D,” he told me. “I’m lucky I have a great principal who understands this. Especially in special ed, you have to make decisions on the spot. And what works one year might not work the following year.”

			“By the way,” Miguel informed his class, “Monday I’ll give double points if you get your assignment planner signed and triple points if you do your homework. And”—the plan formed quickly—“we’re going to have a Doughnut Day based on this graph right here. I’ll use the data to pick the flavors. If you want a doughnut, it’ll cost you twenty tickets. Yeah, we’re going to have a doughnut store every Friday.” Boom. The kids’ eyes lit up. They had never been so attentive and engaged during a lesson.

			Every Friday before school, Miguel bought freshly baked doughnuts. He picked up extras for his 10-year-old daughter to eat in the car on the way to her elementary school on the days she wasn’t at her mom’s. (Miguel and her mom were both now married to other people.) Miguel stored the box atop his bookcase so his students could smell the doughnuts all morning.

			Miguel used the store as a learning activity: One week he’d increase the price to 25 tickets as an opportunity to explain inflation; another week he’d announce a 10% discount and the students had to calculate the new price. Eventually he added Yu-Gi-Oh! cards and mechanical pencils to the store. At the end of the month, he bought pizza, a bigger-ticket item. All of this was out of Miguel’s pocket; he had paid for almost everything in his classroom.

			The system worked. When kids asked to use the bathroom at inopportune moments, Miguel would say, “That’s fine, but you have to pay me five tickets.” Ninety percent of the time, they opted to save their tickets. They learned to wait until breaks or lunch.

			As the school year got going, Miguel quickly grew attached to his kids. Each child’s unique blend of strengths and challenges was like a puzzle, and he was confident that by the end of the year he’d get his students to the point where they’d be ready to learn in their special ed classes the following year.

			And then the district dropped another bombshell.

			To save money, district administrators told some staff members they would eradicate special ed classes for mildly to moderately disabled students beginning the following school year. The students would be mainstreamed, while special ed teachers would rove among classes as helpers. Miguel was devastated. Not only were his students getting squeezed out of their school, but now they’d get lost in larger classes of strangers with gen ed teachers overloaded with too many students to give special ed students the extra time they needed. “It’s going be a nightmare. Disastrous. I shudder to think what’s going to happen to my kids next year,” Miguel told me. “In a small, structured class, I can get their behaviors under control. But the gen ed environment is wide open and they’re going to get in trouble again all the time. I can’t properly do behavior modifications and social supports if I’m not consistently their teacher.”

			As much as Miguel treasured his students, he was disenchanted by a system that wasn’t working and a district leadership that didn’t seem to care. The system asked too much of teachers, gave back too little, and frequently threw roadblocks in their way. While he knew he was making a difference in his students’ lives, the district’s obstacles prevented him from making the kind of impact his students deserved. He expected this year of teaching would be his last.

			Introduction 
“It Makes My Soul Happy”: What Teachers Endure and Why They Stay

			LeVar’s workday didn’t end when the Texas school bell rang at 3:20. On days when the full-time PE and health teacher wasn’t coaching middle school football, soccer, or basketball, he drove straight to his next job as a carpet cleaner from 4 p.m. to 7 p.m., a job he also worked all day Saturdays. For a long time, every weekday he came home to grade papers, prepare lessons, and sleep for a couple of hours before working the 10:45 p.m. to 6:45 a.m. shift as a hospital tech. He was back at school at 7:15. He barely saw his wife and two young daughters.

			Eventually, LeVar’s high blood pressure led his doctor to tell him to quit the night shift or he’d have a stroke. After LeVar left that job, his physical and emotional strains continued as he struggled to figure out how else to supplement his teacher salary of about $30,000 after taxes and insurance payments. At various times both his water and cell phone were cut off. He thought he tore knee ligaments, “but I can’t get it looked at because who is going to work if I can’t? I’ve had to act like I ate somewhere else just so my girls can eat more,” LeVar told me. “I’ve shed a tear or two. I’m always thinking, How am I going to feed my family?”

			In the years before the COVID-19 pandemic, the education landscape had already darkened considerably for the nation’s approximately four million K–12 teachers. “Teachers feel more voiceless than ever. There’s a lack of community support and understanding of how difficult it can be to serve children’s educational, emotional, and psychological needs,” a South Carolina elementary school librarian told me in March 2020.

			The pandemic further exposed the nation’s shameful mistreatment of teachers, which remains underaddressed. As school staff fled the profession, districts ordered teachers to take on additional roles, such as substituting for other educators during their lunch and planning periods or supervising students from other classes alongside their own. By 2022, when there were 567,000 fewer public school educators than before the pandemic, a National Education Association (NEA) survey found that three-quarters of its members were handling extra responsibilities and/or covering for coworkers.

			During the 2021–22 academic year, a Maryland school pulled its interventionist almost every day for four months to cover other teachers’ classes. Rather than teach her special ed and struggling students, she had to sub for most classroom grades, as well as art and PE and as a counselor. Administrators continued to yank her even after she told them their actions demonstrated that they thought “my job is not important and neither are my students.” She was frustrated that her intervention students were “missing out. I feel like I’ve failed my students by not seeing them. They’re not getting the support they desperately need. I leave at the end of the day completely drained and usually end up crying on my way home. The feeling of inadequacy is overwhelming.”

			In interviews, teachers nationwide repeatedly echoed the sentiments of a New York middle school art teacher, who said that teaching is “a very different profession than I signed on for twenty years ago.”

			Despite ever-expanding responsibilities, teachers remain underpaid. U.S. teachers’ salaries compared to those of workers in other professions with similar education levels are worse than in every other industrialized nation surveyed by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development—and U.S. teachers work more hours than most. In the 2010s, the national average teacher salary dropped 4.5% at the same time as college costs and student loans ballooned. The “teacher pay gap” hit a record high in 2021, when the Economic Policy Institute reported that teachers were paid 23.5% less than U.S. professionals with similar education and experience—and that the pay gap was a major reason why the “teacher shortage” is “real, large and growing, and worse than we thought.” For comparison, the teacher pay gap was 6% in 1996. In Alabama, Arizona, Colorado, Oklahoma, and Virginia, the pay gap exceeds 30%.

			The average teacher’s starting salary is less than $40,000 in more than half of public school districts. Like Penny, even the highest-paid, most experienced teachers with advanced degrees make less than $50,000 per year in more than 1,000 school districts. “I’m a single mom. I work other jobs to make ends meet. I work summer school,” said a 20-plus-year veteran Missouri middle school teacher with a master’s degree in special education. “I will be lucky to make what a friend’s son started out making as an accountant fresh out of a five-year bachelor’s program. I feel like a fool. I am bright. I am educated. I work hard. I can’t get ahead.”

			To make things worse, the average health insurance family plan premium for teachers is more than $7,000 per year—about $1,300 higher than premiums for other state and local employees—and teachers contribute both a higher amount and a higher percentage of premiums than they did 10 years ago. As if that weren’t enough, in California, Oklahoma, and some districts in other states, teachers must pay for their own substitutes when on extended medical leave, which in some areas can cost up to $240 to $260 a day. “There’s a lot of pressure to go to work sick so I can stay home with my kids when they are sick,” said a Pacific Northwest high school science teacher with three children. During the pandemic, teachers in some districts had to use their sick leave days to quarantine or test when they caught or were exposed to COVID at school. When Penny got COVID and was still sick after her isolation period ended, her district stipulated that she had to return to school the next day or they would dock her pay.

			These were only a few of the factors that led to what the Associated Press in 2021 called “a shortage of teachers and staff the likes of which some districts say they have never seen.” “Teacher shortage” may be the popular term, but it’s a misleading one. There is not a shortage of potential qualified and aspiring educators. There is a shortage of teaching jobs that adequately treat and compensate bachelor’s- to master’s-level professionals such that they would want to be teachers. Miguel, a trained, willing, superb educator, planned to leave teaching only because his district made the job so unpalatable that the stress of the role outweighed his passion for the work.

			Demand for U.S. teachers outgrew supply by more than 100,000 for the first time in 2019, while enrollment in and completion of teacher preparation programs each dropped by approximately a third between 2010 and 2018. In 2021, 13% of educator preparation programs surveyed by the American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education had “significant declines in the number of new graduate students due to the pandemic.”

			The pandemic also hastened the exodus from the field. A 2022 NEA survey found that 55% of educators said they would leave the profession
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