
Re-professionalizing Teachers
School choice is likely to improve the excellence of the average teacher. 

By Caroline M. Hoxby
 Hardly anyone talks about how 
the growing movement toward paren-
tal choice and competition, in the form 
of vouchers and charter schools, will 
affect the teaching profession. Yet 
economic theory suggests that school 
choice would change the teaching 
profession for the better. 
 In short, theory predicts that 
schools that faced stronger competi-
tion would favour teachers who raised 
the schools’ ability to attract students. 
These schools presumably would 
strive to attract and retain teachers 
who were especially talented or hard-
working or who possessed rare skills. 
In turn, you would expect their toler-
ance for less-effective teachers to 
wane. 
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 You would expect, in other 
words, that teaching would be trans-
formed into a true profession, where 
workers are rewarded not only on the 
basis of seniority but also on the basis 
of their skills and performance. 
 In the current system, the teach-
ers’ unions tend to compress wages so 
that teachers with the same seniority 
and the same degree are likely to re-
ceive similar salaries. So teachers who 
excel at their jobs or teach hard-to-
staff subjects, such as math and sci-
ence, are paid the same as if they were 
mediocre or could be replaced easily. 
 This is one reason why teaching, 
as it stands, is not as attractive to can-
didates with high aptitude, a strong 
work ethic, or math and science skills. 
The evidence suggests that such peo-
ple are less likely to start teaching 
than their lower-aptitude peers (even 
when those being compared are all 
certified to teach) and less likely to 
remain in teaching. 
 This situation has worsened over 
time, as other professions such as 
management, law, and medicine have 
opened their doors to women. Women 
with high aptitude for math and sci-
ence skills have chosen such profes-
sions over teaching, perhaps because 
these professions do reward workers 
based on their skills and performance. 

 By making teaching a more mar-
ket-oriented profession, school choice 
might also make it a more attractive 
career to people who would thrive in 
such an environment. 
 Without evidence, of course, this 
is just a theory. And without full-
fledged school choice, it is a tough 
theory to test, though not impossible. 
 Comparisons between public and 
private school teachers already give us 
some insight into how choice might 
affect the teaching profession. After 
all, the revenues of private schools 
depend on their ability to attract tui-
tion-paying students. They thus have 
an added incentive to hire teachers 
who will help them do so. What do 
they look for? 

straints that a true school of choice 
would not. As a result, they typically 
pay teacher salaries that are about 
60% of local public school salaries. 
 To get a broader picture of how 
choice affects teachers, I used data 
both from traditional forms of schools 
choice (choice among public schools 
through choice of residence and 
choice among private schools) and 
from charter schools.  
 In general, my findings suggest 
that enhanced competition and choice 
raise the demand for high aptitude, 
skills in math and science, subject-
area expertise, effort, and perhaps 
independence among teachers. Choice 
also seems to lower schools’ demand 
for certification and master’s degrees. 
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 In a comprehensive comparison 
of private and public school teachers, 
economists Dale Ballou and Michael 
Podgursky found that, in making hir-
ing decisions, private schools value 
high aptitude more than public schools 
do. They also found that salaries in 
private schools correspond to aptitude 
and scarce skills (such as math and 
science skills) more than they do in 
public schools. 
 Private schools, however, are not 
a perfect guide to what teachers will 
experience under a system of school 
choice, since they face financial con 

dislike such changes. Less able or less 
motivated incumbent teachers might 
find themselves earning smaller salary 
increases than some of their peers and 
might be more likely to leave the 
teaching profession. That would be a 
welcome reversal of the current pat-
tern, where the most able teachers are 
also the most likely to exit early. 
 
(Adapted with permission from 
“Changing the Profession” in Edu-
cation Next, Spring 2001, 
www.educationnext.org. Dr. Hoxby is 
professor of economics at Harvard 
University.) 
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