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A recent NBC Nightly News story warned of a nationwide teacher short-
age, with 21,000 teacher positions needing to be filled in California alone. 
The NBC report said, “The demand is especially high in science, math, 
and special education.”  What NBC failed to say, however, was that much 
of the shortage in high-demand fields can be traced to the uniform salary 
structures in teacher-union contracts.

Union contracts almost always forbid paying teachers according to the 
demand for their particular expertise. Teacher salaries are not tied to either 
market demand or classroom performance. For example, teachers are paid 
according to a uniform salary structure regardless of their teaching subject. 
An English teacher makes the same salary as a physics teacher. 

In PRI’s California Report Card, we note that although there is a lot of 
discussion about a general teacher shortage, the real scarcity is in specific 
fields such as math and science. Individuals with college degrees in math 
and science can get much higher salaries in private industry. No wonder 
then that Teach California, the California Department of Education’s web-
site for recruiting teachers, says that the state faces a teacher shortage in 
subjects such as math and science, but not in English or social sciences. 

The problem is that salary schedules are set in collective bargaining be-
tween teacher unions and local school districts. So local collective bargain-
ing would have to change to accommodate differentiated compensation, 
which would address teacher shortages in specific fields. That change may 
be coming in the form of a case, Friedrichs vs. California Teachers Asso-
ciation, which will soon be decided by the United States Supreme Court.

In their lawsuit, California teacher Rebecca Friedrichs and her co-plaintiffs 
argue that they should not be forced to pay a so-called “agency fee” to 
fund collective bargaining by teacher unions. While teacher unions claim 
that the contracts they negotiate benefit all non-union teachers, and thus 
justify the agency fees, the evidence shows that such is not the case.
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Citing research by noted University of Missouri economist Michael Podgursky, a friend-of-the-court brief on the 
Friedrichs case we filed at PRI states: “Because all teachers of equivalent seniority and education level are compen-
sated exactly the same, regardless of the schools or fields in which they teach, teachers are less likely to seek em-
ployment in schools with difficult working conditions and in hard-to-staff teaching fields, such as special education, 
high-school mathematics, and high-school science.”  

“This, in turn,” the brief observes, “leads to unfilled teacher rosters at high-poverty schools, vacancies in hart-to-
staff teaching fields, and an ineffective practice of assigning teachers ‘out of field’ or with substandard licenses sim-
ply to fill vacant positions.”  In other words, the uniform salary provisions of teacher union contracts lead directly 
to the teacher shortages that alarm NBC and the government education establishment.

If the Supreme Court strikes down agency-shop fees, the impact on unions and collective bargaining will be signifi-
cant. Internal documents of the National Education Association, the nation’s largest teachers union, which were ob-
tained by the Education Intelligence Agency (EIA), a private watchdog organization, show that more than 100,000 
non-union teachers, including more than 28,000 in California, paid agency fees to the union in 2014-15. 

“The unions,” says EIA, “will be operating in a competitive market where the individual decisions of hundreds of 
thousands of teachers and support employees will determine its fiscal health, rather than provisions of collective 
bargaining laws and school contracts.”   

If the court sides with Rebecca Friedrichs, and more teachers exit the unions, the future of the unions, the contracts 
they now negotiate, and the uniform salary structures contained in those contracts could come into doubt. Teach-
er hiring and employment practices could change, with pay becoming more responsive to demand for teachers in 
specific fields and to the ability of individual teachers to improve student learning. Only through such fundamental 
change will the problem of teacher shortages be solved. 

Lance Izumi is Koret senior fellow and senior director of education studies at the Pacific Research Institute.
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