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hen English teacher Alyssa 
Sandoval graduated from the 
University of Michigan School 
of Education in 2015, she was 

part of a cohort that was nearly half as big as it 
had been four years earlier.

The University of Michigan boasts a 
nationally recognized School of Education, 
yet has seen a 45 percent drop in education 
students. But, the University of Michigan isn’t 
alone. A decreased interest in teaching can be 
found at nearly every college with a teacher 
certification program in the state. 

For example, Michigan State 
University’s College of Education, which 
also has a  prominent teacher certification 
program, had 35 percent fewer graduating 
students in 2015 than it did in 2011.  
The falling number of students becoming 
educators is contributing to an overall shortage 
of teachers.

“My career is undervalued when I feel like it’s 
the most important job in the world,” Sandoval 
said. “When a lot of people hear ‘U of M,’ they 
think they’re going to go into engineering or that 
they’re going to go into medicine (or) things like 
that. I don’t think that U of M has as large of a 
calling for education just because education isn’t 
always thought of as being a higher-level career 
choice, whether or not that’s true. Obviously, I 
don’t think that’s true.”

Like Sandoval, North alumna Francesca 
Ciaramitaro graduated from the University 
of Michigan School of Education in 2017. 
However, looking to service a low-income area 
in need and for a new place to call home fresh 
out of college, Ciaramitaro took a job teaching 
English at a middle school in Washington 
Heights, New York.

Ciaramitaro said she found there isn’t 
necessarily a problem with finding teachers 
for wealthier school districts, such as Grosse 
Pointe, West Bloomfield or Birmingham. She 
said the real issue lies with trying to fill positions 
in areas that aren’t as sought after, such as in 
impoverished, urban settings, like Detroit. 
Filling vacancies in the Detroit Public Schools 
System has become an insurmountable obstacle.

Ciaramitaro’s roommate is a teaching 
assistant. She is working toward her certificate 

through Teach For America, a government 
program that places hopeful teachers in high-
need districts. Ciaramitaro said that even 
though TFA participants go into classrooms 
with less training than certified teachers, the 
program is staffing unfilled positions in areas 
that desperately need the help. Alternative 

teaching certification programs like TFA 
are working to combat the decline in teacher 
availability.

“There definitely is a shortage, there’s no 
denying that. Things like TFA wouldn’t exist if 
we had tons of teachers. I think the other thing 
is that most teachers are applying for the same 
types of jobs in really great suburban public 
schools,” she said. “Then, we have the Detroit 
Public School Systems that unfortunately 
cannot properly support teachers right now. It’s 
just not an attractive place to work, and those 
kids are suffering because of it.”

The problem is clear: more and more 
college students each year don’t want to 
become teachers. This, paired with the number 
of baby boomers retiring from the profession 
growing each year, has created a personnel 
deficit. Specifically, there is a shortage of math, 
science and special education teachers.

Ciaramitaro said her classes are made up of 
mostly Hispanic students, most of whom come 
from immigrant parents. At her parent-teacher 
conferences, there were translators present, 
and some of her bilingual students actually 
volunteered as them.

Ciaramitaro also noted that most of her kids 
receive school meals from the government. 

She said many schools don’t have programs 
like these to help students succeed, and 
teachers may not necessarily want to work at 
those schools.

“My kids all get breakfast and lunch from 
the school, so we actually eat breakfast in 
homeroom and most of them are on a free 
or reduced lunch, so they get lunch from the 
school itself. It’s those little things like that that 
I think really make for a successful learning 
environment,” Ciaramitaro said. “Even though 
a lot of these kids don’t come from high-income 
families, they are still getting those kinds of 
things that will make them more likely to be 
successful. I think it’s awesome.”

Her sister, senior Eva Ciaramitaro, also 
plans to become a teacher. Eva said that even 
though she is aware of the stigma surrounding 
the education field, she remains undeterred. 
She is also looking into TFA for post-
graduation work.

“Pay is definitely an issue because it’s hard 
to make a living while you’re a teacher, but I 
don’t think that’s what it’s all about,” Eva said. 
“For me, personally, it’s about making that 

impact on someone’s life.”
In Lansing, the state legislature has been 

debating closing the pension system for 
teachers. Also, according to the Metro Times, 
the average salary for all teachers in Michigan 
will drop for the fifth year in a row.

Now, student enrollment in teacher 
certification programs in the state is at its 
lowest point since the 1950s. Likewise, Teach 
For America saw its application pool shrink 
16 percent in 2016 alone, the third consecutive 

year the program has seen a decrease in 
applications.

In Sandoval’s opinion, Michigan is one of 
the best states to teach. However, she said the 
looming pay cuts and tug-o-war over pensions 
may make current college students choose a 
different career path that is more appreciated 
in society and higher-paying.

Yet, these potential losses don’t make her 
rethink why she became a teacher. She said 
that because most adults have had some level 
of classroom education, they may think they 
know what teaching entails, but don’t actually 
see the behind-the-scenes work teachers do.

“I can understand why it wouldn’t be an 
attractive job for students who are currently in 
college because currently educators don’t make 
a ton of money,” she said. “Everyone goes 
through schooling to get to where they want to 
be, so why underpay teachers for a job that’s so 
necessary? I think that’s why people don’t go 
into it—because they don’t see it as being paid 
for the amount of work, or they don’t see it as 
the quality work it is.”

Francesca agrees with Sandoval. She said 
she was warned about the lifestyle of a teacher, 
but is now experiencing it for herself. Although 
she is content with her decision and the work 
she is doing, she said she knows first-hand after 
only one week that teaching definitely isn’t an 
easy career.

“The work we do is exhausting. It’s 
emotional. It’s extremely difficult work, and 
I don’t think that the general public really 
understands that, and until teachers get the 
respect they deserve, we will not have a ton 
of people entering this field. It’s a thankless 
profession, and I realized that very quickly,” she 
said. “People get burnt out really easily, and the 
perks aren’t enough to keep a lot of people in it 
... so, you have to kind of find that fulfillment 
in other ways, like just finding happiness in 
the little things, the funny things that they say, 
being able to be there for them and help them 
figure out who they are as a people. Those are 
the true perks.”

Contributing: Sydney Semack  
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