
TEACHERS are not as smart as they were 20 years ago, an Australian-first study concludes 
in a finding that will reinforce concerns over declining classroom standards. 

An analysis of literacy and numeracy tests confirms the standard of student teachers has fallen 
substantially and that dwindling numbers of the nation's brightest students are choosing teaching as 
a career.  

The academic calibre of teachers has been shown to have a direct effect on students' results, with 
US research finding that a shift to smarter teachers raises student performance.  

The Australian study by economists Andrew Leigh and Chris Ryan from the Australian National 
University finds the failure of teachers' pay to keep pace with other professions and the fact that 
teachers are not paid on merit are key factors in the decline of standards.  

The biggest change has been in the number of smart women becoming teachers. The study says 
the academic achievement of women entering teaching has declined substantially.  

While 11 per cent of women who scored in the top 25 per cent of literacy and numeracy tests in 
1983 chose to become a teacher, this had dropped to 6 per cent in 2003.  

The average woman entering teaching in 1983 was in the top 30 per cent of test results and this 
dropped to the top 49 per cent by 2003.  

Overall, in 1983 the average teaching student was drawn from the top 26 per cent of the nation's 
students but this had widened to the top 39 per cent by 2003.  

Dr Leigh said using literacy and numeracy tests was the best proxy available for assessing 
teachers' academic abilities.  

"Academic results aren't everything in a teacher; we all know good teachers who aren't academic," 
Dr Leigh said. 

"But if all else is equal, you'd rather have the people standing at the front of the classroom being the
ones who did well in literacy and numeracy tests. If they do very badly on these tests, it's hard to 
see how they can teach children the same things."  

Dr Leigh said teaching had lost its status as one of the best paying careers for women.  

While 49 per cent of female university graduates became teachers in the 1960s, by the 1990s only 
12 per cent chose it as a career. 

The rise in salaries of high-ability women in alternative occupations is believed to account for about 
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one-quarter of the decline in teacher quality.  

The study says that over the 20-year period, the average starting salary of a teacher fell in real 
terms and compared to other professions. 

Teachers' pay fell 4 per cent for women and 13 per cent for men in real terms but relative to 
graduates entering other professions, starting teachers' pay fell 11 per cent for women and 17 per 
cent for men.  

The study suggests that the solution lies in introducing merit-based pay for teachers, which would 
be more cost effective than across-the-board pay rises to make teaching a more attractive career.  

Dr Leigh said that the rest of the labour market paid according to ability and was further away from 
uniform pay schedules than ever before.  

"Governments have grasped that when it comes to paying senior public servants. They created 
SES (Senior Executive Service) because government had to compete with businesses for the best 
management talent and they understood what businesses were doing had an impact on 
government," he said.  

"We haven't grasped the same parallel with teaching."  

National president of the Australian Education Union Pat Byrne said women had less scope for 
careers 20 or 25 years ago, when teaching was one of the best paid jobs open to women.  

Ms Byrne said the answer was to raise teachers salaries across the board rather than introduce 
merit-based pay. 
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