
Dear Governor Whitmer and State Superintendent Rice, 

Prior to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, a sub-committee of the Governor’s 
Educator Advisory Council (GEAC) began a discussion around school and classroom 
safety. 

As members of the GEAC, we feel it is important that we do not shy away from large 
or tough topics in education. It is our duty to shine a light and bring to the forefront 
topics and issues that educators feel are important and can be improved. This letter 
from our council is following through on that thought and duty.   

The issue of continuous verbal and physical behaviors throughout Michigan schools 
and classrooms is unacceptable and concerning. We understand the GEAC alone 
cannot address or solve this problem as this issue is extremely complicated and 
involves several different variables. 

It is this council’s request that the Department of Education revisit the type of data 
that has been collected around this issue, including the consideration of the manner 
in which it is collected. It is our experience and opinion that this data does not 
accurately reflect the seriousness of this issue across Michigan schools.  

Here are a few of the reasons why educators state they feel frustrated, 
overwhelmed, and anxious about this issue: 

• Educators are experiencing unacceptable, and often violent, verbal and physical
behaviors in their classrooms, often on a daily basis. These challenges are
exacerbated by educators’ overwhelming workloads.

• These habitual behavior challenges often do not get addressed or efforts towards
change are slow, offering little relief in the dynamic of the situation.

• Each incident creates layers of additional work for the educator, this includes
paperwork and required meetings.  There is simply not enough time with everything
else on their plates.

• These instances contribute to educators feeling overwhelmed and furthers burnout,
cited as top reasons by educators choosing to leave the profession.

• Educators express their frustrations to friends and family, which does not help in the
recruitment or attraction of new individuals into the field of education. (A recent
Forbes article cited that around 1 in three teachers are considering leaving the
classroom.) 

• We know that the greatest way to attract people to the profession is from the people
that currently work, or have worked, in the profession. Staff simply do not have good
things to say or encouragement to offer prospective educators.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/nickmorrison/2021/12/24/stopping-the-great-teacher-resignation-will-be-educations-big-challenge-for-2022/?sh=3ec43f4157cd
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nickmorrison/2021/12/24/stopping-the-great-teacher-resignation-will-be-educations-big-challenge-for-2022/?sh=3ec43f4157cd


• Educators are caught in the middle with regard to social media posts, politics,
school boards and communities. They are pulled in multiple directions and
expected to work within this environment without assistance or direction.
Educators want to teach.

• A feeling of complete disconnect from the State legislature contributes to these
concerns. Bills and discussions are bantered about, ones that educators know are
not addressing the real needs of our students, schools and communities.

Cited in a 2021 Launch Michigan poll, 30% of educators do not recommend 
education as a career path to their own children or family members. According to a 
2019 CNBC Make It story, 

“This year, when we asked teachers whether they wanted their own children tofollow 
them into the profession, a majority of them said they did not.” 

“We asked parents whether they want their children to become teachers and when 
we started asking that question in 1969 there was good support from parents for 
having their children enter the teaching profession,” "When we asked the same 
question in 2018, for the first time, a majority of parents said they did not want their 
children to become teachers.” 

A 2018 poll by PDK International found that over half of respondents said they would 
not want their child to become a teacher. This type of public sentiment may be 
impacting the enrollment in Michigan teacher preparation programs, which has fallen 
drastically over the last decade. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/602ea1c3e4b8d4663c414ef1/t/60f03be998ba4d74611aae5b/1626356714617/Educator+Survey+Findings+2021.pdf
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/08/09/50percent-of-teachers-surveyed-say-theyve-considered-quitting-teaching.html
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/most-people-wouldnt-want-their-child-to-become-a-teacher-poll-finds/2018/08


Internal polling conducted by educators indicates a larger percentage than what was 
found in the Launch Michigan survey. Educators cite unacceptable behaviors and lack 
of respect as the primary and secondary reasons for not recommending the 
profession. 

We know that funding and support are desperately needed for schools. The funding 
package passed in the last budget is fantastic and appreciated by all. It does not, 
however, fully address the decades-long depletion of funding and resources which 
has led to many of the challenges we currently face. What is needed is a targeted 
investment in order to rebuild many broken and depleted systems across schools and 
districts. 

When an unacceptable behavior in a classroom occurs, all education stops, not only 
for the student having the behavior, but for everyone else in that room. In many 
severe behavioral incidents, the surrounding rooms are also affected. These incidents 
and their repeated occurrences in the learning day take valuable learning time away 
from students and continue to strip away educators’ passion for their craft. COVID-
19 has served to exacerbate these issues. Teachers are left feeling as if they are not 
able to put their attention into their teaching but instead to managing the behaviors 
that are happening around them. An AFT Voices article tells a powerful story and 
gives perspective. 

Suspensions and/or expulsions are not the remedies this council is recommending or 
suggesting. When a student is exhibiting these types of behaviors, the reasons are 
often complex in nature. Additionally, consequences for these behaviors can be 
proportionately different depending on the socio-economic background. Adding to 
this concern is the sad fact that underserved students continue to be unheard, 
underrepresented and left behind.  

From an equity standpoint, all Michigan schools should have access to evidence-
based, universal supports for navigating behaviors in the classroom, including 
trained support staff, school social workers, trauma support, and relevant wrap-
around services. The school counselor is one individual in a school who is trained to 
support students suffering from trauma and social/emotional issues, yet it is 
concerning that Michigan has one of the worst student-to-school counselor ratios of 
any state in the country. This does not tell the full story of the school counseling 
issue, however, as even in districts where the ratio is more realistic, the school 
counselor is often not able to work within the areas in which they have been trained–
their role often misunderstood, many are assigned tasks to complete that have 
nothing to do with their training, therefore eliminating their ability to be impactful in 
this essential work.  

https://aftvoices.org/educators-are-hurting-literally-487afa60ff99


This council is suggesting the Michigan Department of Education further investigate 
this classroom safety issue and the potential role it plays in educators leaving the 
profession and individuals not choosing education as a career.  

We believe one way this could be addressed is by creating a survey that could be 
shared with staff in all Michigan school districts, asking educators to participate 
anonymously as part of their professional development hours. This survey should 
include all district staff, including classroom paraprofessionals. Included should be 
questions inquiring about the severity and frequency of classroom behaviors. As part 
of the survey educators could be allowed to provide optional contact information to 
be a part of a further conversation to ascertain the proper support and necessary 
resources. We believe this survey will provide an honest and comprehensive account 
of educators’ experiences and feelings around the behaviors they are dealing with in 
Michigan classrooms on a routine basis. The taking of this survey could be promoted 
from many sources, including the Department of Education as well as from the 
education unions. This will send the necessary message to educators that this issue 
is of the utmost importance and is being researched and addressed. Our hope would 
be to have an honest and true baseline to start addressing these issues.  

As this sub-committee was finishing up its work on this topic, the tragedy in Oxford 
occurred, devastating everyone in that community and every student, parent, and 
individual working in education. The Oxford High School mass shooting marked the 
28th deadliest mass shooting in the United States. This highlights the extreme need 
for a vastly improved educational ecosystem.  

Many educators are anxious and overwhelmed, yet they continue to show up for 
work every day, their stomachs churning from fear or anxiety. Many educators mask 
these feelings, so students and other staff do not know what they are feeling or 
going through. These educator feelings come from many factors: 

• Repeated unacceptable verbal and physical behaviors in classrooms
• Feeling like they are not heard/supported when incidents do occur. 
• Feeling the behavior is their fault.
• Their passion for the profession that is being challenged on a daily basis. 

“I love this job and students, but what am I doing this for? No one is listening, or 
cares.”

• Legislature disconnected from schools/education. 

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2020-04-07-teachers-are-anxious-and-overwhelmed-they-need-sel-now-more-than-ever
https://www.nea.org/advocating-for-change/new-from-nea/i-didnt-know-it-had-name-secondary-traumatic-stress-and
https://www.nea.org/advocating-for-change/new-from-nea/i-didnt-know-it-had-name-secondary-traumatic-stress-and


Why do teachers teach? Love, care, and dedication to their students, communities, 
and schools keep them coming to work, day after day. Unfortunately, for some, 
their environment becomes too dangerous and overwhelming, causing them to leave 
the profession. We can and must address these issues, not only in hopes of drawing 
more individuals to the profession in the future, but to create a safe learning 
environment within our schools that also supports our current educators who have 
dedicated their career to teaching Michigan’s children. 

Noting that a survey of this size requires resources, the GEAC is recommending the 
Governor dedicate funding to support the development, implementation and 
analysis of this school safety survey, and that the survey contents be developed in 
consultation with GEAC.
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