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Shortage of Qualified Teachers: A Fixture in American Education Landscape! 
 

A few weeks ago, at the suggestion of a friend, I read the article entitled, "'A' Is for Answer" by William 
Symons in the September 2001 issue of the Reader's Digest. In the article, Symons pointed out "the 

appalling shortage of qualified educators" [1, p.100] and admitted that "more pay and training will cost 

big bucks," then, he quoted the following warning given by the National Alliance of Business [1, p.101]:   

 

 
 
In the following pages I have scanned quotations directly from the professional publications of the 20th 

century, to show that the problem of the shortage of qualified teachers is a chronic problem, a problem 

which has persisted in spite of numerous education reforms and enormous education budgets.  
Undoubtedly, it has contributed to what is known as "out-of-field" teaching. Two quotations from 19th 

century publications are included to show the antiquity of the problem. The first quotation came from 

Henry Barnard, the founder of the Teacher Institute and one of the leaders in the common school 
movement and the normal school movement. When the National Bureau of Education was created in 

1867 he became its first Commissioner. The second quotation is taken from the famous Committee of Ten 

headed by Charles W. Eliot, then president of the Harvard University, a leading critic of public schools 

who knowingly or unknowingly set the wheel of education reform in motion.   
 

As early as 1839, Henry Barnard had already pointed out the shortage of the qualified teachers in his 

First Annual Report as Secretary to the Board of Commissioners of Common Schools in Connecticut as 
seen below [2]:  

 

 

 

 
 

In 1894, that famous Committee of Ten, appointed by the National Education Association [NEA], 

published a report, in which the Committee called for the need of better-trained teachers [3]: 
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In 1923, The Mathematical Association of America [MAA] published recommendations offered by The 

National Committee on Mathematical Requirement. The Committee called attention to the problem of 

"out-of-field" teaching with these words [4]: 
 

  
 

In 1929, the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics [NCTM] devoted its Yearbook to the 

International reports on the progress in math education, a follow-up of the First International Congress on 
Mathematics held in Rome in 1908. In the U.S. report, the NCTM admitted that U.S. was behind 

Europeans in math education/curricula, and the problem lay with an unqualified teaching force [5]:   

 

 
 

 
 
In 1958, humiliated by the launch of Sputnik by Russia in October of 1957, U.S. launched a 

unprecedented nationwide math and science education reform, which gave an impetus to the so-called 

the New Math reform movement because mathematics was considered to be the cornerstone to 
scientific/technical advancement. Looking back at that historical event ten years later [1967], Francis  

J. Mueller said, in his opening address to the 45th Annual Meeting of the NCTM, that Sputnik [6]… 
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Indeed, the statistics below taken from the book entitled, The Department of Education substantiates 

Mueller's statement [7]: 
 

In 1920, the bureau's budget exceeded $500,000…. [p. 38] 

 

By 1945, the Office of Education administered more than 81 million in grant… [p. 43] 
 

In 1958, in response to Sputnik,… congress enacted the National Defense Education 

Act. This law mandated federal aid to education in mathematics, science, and foreign 

languages…. By 1960, new programs had increased… with a budget of more than $400 

million…. [p. 47] 

 

In 1964, (With) the Elementary and Secondary Education Act and the Higher Education 
Act, etc., … its budget skyrocketed from $1.5 billion in 1965 to $3.4 billion in 1966,… 

[p. 47] 

 

In 1961, in order to orient school administrators and teachers to the New Math reform initiated by 
mathematicians, the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics [NCTM] published a booklet entitled, 

The Revolution in School Mathematics.  From the words addressed to the school administrators quoted 

below, the reformers seemed to think, naively, that the New Math reform would eliminate the problem  

of  "out-of-field" teaching. Unfortunately, the practice remained [8]: 
 

 
 

In 1967, the International Project for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) published the 

results of math achievement of the 8th and 12th graders of 12 industrial countries. The study found Japan at 

the top and the U.S. students ranked near the bottom. Displeased by the study result, the IEA was 
denounced by many Americans. In explaining the IEA project to the educators, George S. Carnett, Bureau 

of Research, U.S. Office of Education, admitted [9]:  

 

 
 

 
 

In 1981, annoyed by Japan's buying America and the expansion of its auto industry, coupled with the 
alleged academic decline in student achievement during the 70s, the National Commission on Excellence 

in Education was created to investigate the state of public education. In April 1983, the Commission 

delivered a startling report, a wake-up call, to the nation entitled, A Nation At Risk, The Imperative For 

Educational Reform. The Commission found, among other things, a severe shortage of math and science 

teachers [10]:   
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In 1983, five months after the release of A Nation At Risk, the National Science Board Commission on 
Precollege Education in Mathematics, Science and Technology, one of the two commissions appointed 

then, also published a two-volume-report entitled, Educating Americans For The 21st Century. Unlike 

all other reports, the Commission spelled out the objective they set out to accomplish in 12 years and 
printed it right on the cover page in bold letters as seen below [11]: 

 

 
 

Once again, the Commission called for math and science education reform, and pointed out a severe 

shortage of qualified teachers in those fields [11]: 
 

  
 

 
 

It was a matter of urgency to retrain teachers in math and science and the Commission proposed a total 
budget of $1.75 billion [11]:  
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In 1989, six years later, the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics [NCTM] launched a nation-

wide math education reform with the use of calculators in classrooms from K-12. Many voiced their 

opposition to the NCTM reform. Nine years later in 1998, The Notices of AMS [American Mathematics 
Society] published an interview with Gail Burrill, then president of the NCTM. In the interview, the 

reporter asked Burrill about the teacher qualification [12]:  

 

 
 

 
 
In 1998, Phi Delta Kappa International, an educational publication, published an article entitled, The 

Problem of Out-of-Field Teaching, by Richard M. Ingersoll. And, at the end of the century, Ingersoll 

wrote [13]: 

 
 
In 2001, the beginning of another century, high school teachers are still assigned to teach subjects like 

math, physics, or chemistry for which they are not prepared.  

 
So, we have come a full circle! We have seen reform after reform and endless training and retraining of 

teachers, with hundred of billions of tax dollars spent, and yet the shortage of qualified teachers has 

persisted throughout the century. Will more money and more training or retraining solve the problem? 
Our approach to the problem has been too simplistic and superficial.  The problem of the shortage of 

qualified teachers has been a part of our educational landscape since the colonial days. It is a complex 

problem!  The article, A Profile of Our School Teachers from the Colonial Days Down, will show that.   

 
In conclusion, we need to hear the teachers' side of the story too. For example, in 1960, PHI DELTA 

KAPPAN published an article entitled, A Survey of Teacher Opinion in California. Questionnaires were 

mailed to 2,000 high-school and 1,000 junior college teachers representing all but two high schools and 
one junior college in the state of California. The response: 73% responses for the high school and 85% for 

the junior college. Here are three of the questions and answers [14]:  
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Obviously, the teachers who participated in the survey understood what Henry Barnard said to the 

officers of school in his Fifth Annual Report as Superintendent of Common Schools in Connecticut in 
1850 [2]: 

 
 

A 1952 School and Society issue gives us a clue as to where the problem lies: 

 

 
                                                                                                      
                                                                                                       Ruth C. Sun, 12/2001 

 
* All quotations were scanned directly from the texts which accounts for the lack of uniformity in 

formate. And the underlines found in the scanned texts are mine.                                           
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