
Sphere of Work

An elementary school teacher works with and instructs students 
enrolled in grades one through six or eight. Elementary school teachers 
generally teach various 
academic subjects to one group 
of students throughout the nine-
month school year; however, 
some teachers specialize in one 
specific subject (such as math 
or art), which they teach to 
numerous groups of elementary 
school students. In addition to 
academic instruction, teachers 
provide methods of discipline 
and enforce rules in the 
classroom.

OVERVIEW
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Work Environment

Elementary school teachers usually work by themselves in one 
classroom and supervise up to thirty students. They are responsible 
for providing a safe and healthy developmental learning environment 
for pupils. Often, teachers work with and supervise a teacher aide, 
who assists with classroom activities and administrative tasks. Public 
elementary school teachers typically spend 36.5 hours per week in 
the classroom, with additional hours (approximately 9.5 per week) 
spent directing extracurricular programs, grading papers, completing 
reports, and attending meetings. Private school teachers may work 
longer hours.

Occupation Interest

Above all else, an individual 
interested in becoming an 
elementary school teacher should 
enjoy working with children 
and developing their critical 
thinking skills. He or she should 
also be highly proficient in all 
general academic areas, including 
mathematics, science, English, 
and social studies. A prospective 
elementary school teacher must 

have a passion for leading and instructing medium-sized groups 
and should be skilled in public speaking. He or she should also be 
open to learning and understanding new pedagogical methods and 
instructional materials, then adapting them to the needs of the 
students.

A Day in the Life—Duties and Responsibilities

An elementary school teacher spends much of the workday helping, 
instructing, and disciplining a classroom of young children. 
Elementary school teachers use daily presentations, lectures, creative 
activities, group work, and individual lessons to aid students in 
the application of core subjects such as science, mathematics, and 
English, and sometimes foreign languages. Teachers may occasionally 
schedule off-site field trips for their students in order to supplement 
the basic teachings of a specific subject. Teachers are usually required 

Working Conditions: Work Indoors, 
Work both Indoors and Outdoors

Physical Strength: Light Work
Education Needs: Bachelor’s Degree, 

Master’s Degree
Licensure/Certification: Required
Opportunities For Experience: 

Volunteer Work, Part Time Work
Holland Interest Score*: SEC

Profile

* See Appendix A 
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to accompany a group of students to other locations outside of the 
classroom, including the cafeteria, library, outdoor recess area, sports 
or physical education location, and bus loading areas. Teachers receive 
a lunch break, during which they can retreat to a teacher’s room or 
lounge to eat, rest, and meet with other faculty members.

Elementary school teachers are also responsible for disciplining 
students and maintaining order in their classrooms. Therefore, 
teachers must establish strict rules and boundaries within the 
classroom and enforce those rules effectively and consistently from 
day to day.

In addition to active instruction, elementary school teachers must 
spend time coaching sports or leading extracurricular activities 
(usually in the afternoons following school), preparing lesson plans, 
evaluating student homework, attending teacher workshops, and 
completing any other school-related administrative work. Many of 
these tasks are done at home after school hours. Teachers are also 
required to discuss student academic progress and/or behavioral 
issues with parents; they may communicate via phone or e-mail, or 
may meet with the parents in person.

• Preparing bulletin boards

• Preparing appropriate lesson plans

• Keeping records and making reports

• Correcting papers and tests

• Supervising outdoor and indoor play activities

• Evaluating student performance

• Counseling pupils when academic and adjustment problems arise

• Meeting with parents

• Supervising field trips

• Preparing report cards

• Attending faculty meetings

Duties and Responsibilities
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WORK ENVIRONMENT

Communication Skills
• Speaking effectively 
• Writing concisely 

Interpersonal/Social Skills
• Being patient
• Cooperating with others
• Counseling others
• Teaching others 

Organization & Management Skills
• Coordinating tasks
• Making decisions 
• Managing people/groups 
• Performing duties which change 

frequently

Unclassified Skills
• Having a good sense of humor

Work Environment Skills
• Working indoors

Relevant Skills and Abilities

OCCUPATION SPECIALTIES

Kindergarten Teachers

Kindergarten Teachers teach elemental natural and social science, 
personal hygiene, music, art and literature to children from four to six 
years old to promote their physical, mental and social development.

Physical Environment

Most of an elementary school 
teacher’s work is performed in the 
classroom of a public or private 
educational institution. Teachers 
are on their feet for the majority 
of the day and usually work in 
temperature-controlled, well-
ventilated spaces. Teachers may 
supervise student recesses or other 
outdoor activities.

Human Environment

Elementary school teachers 
work and interact with dozens 
of students ranging from about 
six to twelve years old. They 
communicate with other faculty 
members, school personnel such 
as superintendents and principals, 
and administrative staff members. 

Some teachers work closely with teacher aides, who direct students 
and assist teachers with various tasks. Elementary school teachers 
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must be comfortable working with students and families from diverse 
backgrounds.

Technological Environment

The technical landscape is always changing for elementary school 
teachers; however, they should be prepared to use media equipment 
such as CD players, DVD players, projectors, the Internet, and e-mail.

EDUCATION, TRAINING, AND ADVANCEMENT

High School/Secondary

High school students looking to become elementary school teachers 
should take a wide variety of courses, including the arts, mathematics, 
the sciences, social studies, psychology, geography, composition, 
literature, child development, music, history, technology, foreign 
languages, and public speaking. High school students may benefit 
from participating in extracurricular clubs and activities, particularly 
those in which they are able to take on a leadership position. These 
activities can help students become comfortable with and proficient in 
speaking in front of large groups. 

Suggested High School Subjects
• Arts
• Audio-Visual
• Biology
• Child Care
• Child Growth & Development
• College Preparatory
• Composition
• Crafts
• English
• Geography
• Instrumental & Vocal Music
• Keyboarding
• Literature
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• Mathematics
• Psychology
• Science
• Social Studies
• Sociology
• Speech
• Theatre & Drama

Famous First
The first blackboards for use in schools 
were introduced in 1714 by Christopher 
Dock of Skippack, PA. Dock, a Mennonite 
who emigrated from Germany, was also 
the author of the first book on teaching 
methodology to be published in America. 
He emphasized character building and, 
in the case of infractions by students, 
discussion over physical punishment.

College/Postsecondary

Prospective elementary school teachers should earn a bachelor’s 
degree in education from a college or university program accredited 
by the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education and 
the Teacher Education Accreditation Council. Elementary school 
teachers are not required to graduate from an accredited program; 
however, those who do may have an easier time fulfilling teacher 
licensure requirements. A postsecondary program in education offers 
courses designed specifically for a career in the classroom, including 
the psychology of learning, methods of teaching, social foundations of 
education, technology in the classroom, and philosophy of education. 

Undergraduate programs in teaching also usually offer a student-
teaching internship, where college students can gain experience in 
the classroom during the school year, either by assisting a teacher as 
a teacher aide or by teaching select subjects themselves. Teachers in 
some states are required to complete a master’s degree in education. 
Students interested becoming elementary school teachers should 
check the requirements of their home state.
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Related College Majors
• Agricultural Teacher Education
• Art Teacher Education
• Bilingual/Bicultural Education 
• Computer Teacher Education 
• Education Administration & Supervision, General 
• Education of the Blind & Visual Handicapped 
• Education of the Deaf & Hearing Impaired
• Education of the Specific Learning Disabled 
• Education of the Speech Impaired
• Elementary/Pre-Elementary/Early Childhood/Kindergarten 

Teacher Education 
• English Teacher Education
• Foreign Languages Teacher Education 
• Health & Physical Education, General
• Health Teacher Education
• Mathematics Teacher Education 
• Music Teacher Education
• Physical Education Teaching & Coaching 
• Science Teacher Education, General 
• Secondary/Junior High/Middle School Teacher Education
• Special Education, General
• Speech Teacher Education

Adult Job Seekers

Adults seeking to become teachers can gain valuable teaching 
experience by working as teacher aides, camp counselors, private or 
small-group tutors, parks and recreation guides, assistant coaches or 
sports instructors, as well as working in the Peace Corps. Prospective 
teachers can also participate in job shadowing experiences, volunteer 
to work in local schools or athletic systems, lead community groups, or 
work in a daycare facility. 

Many states support professional development schools, which offer 
one-year programs to those who already have a bachelor’s degree. 
These development schools act as liaisons between universities and 
elementary schools, allowing postgraduate students to gain teaching 
experience under the guidance of faculty members.
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Professional Certification and Licensure

Elementary school teachers who wish to teach at a public school or 
institution must be licensed by the State Board of Education or a 
licensure advisory committee. Elementary school teachers working 
at private institutions may not be required to obtain a license. The 
requirements for licensure vary by state; in general, elementary school 
teachers must hold a bachelor’s degree and complete an approved 
teacher-training program in order to obtain a teaching license. 
Continuing education is typically required for licensure renewal.

Additional Requirements

Ultimately, an elementary school teacher plays a 
pivotal role in the academic, social, and emotional 
development of young children. What students learn 
in the classroom during their early years tends to 

influence not only their academic careers, but also the ways in which 
they view and think about the world in general.

Fun Fact
Surveys show that in the United States, teachers are second only to people in the 
military when it comes to the job that contributes most to society’s well-being.
Source: http://articles.chicagotribune.com 

EARNINGS AND ADVANCEMENT

Earnings of elementary school teachers depend on the employee’s 
education and teaching experience, and the type, size and geographic 
location of the school system. Those who work in larger metropolitan 
areas usually receive higher wages than those who work in more 
isolated, rural areas. Elementary school teachers in private schools 
generally earn less than public elementary school teachers.
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Median annual earnings of elementary school teachers were $54,890 
in 2015. The lowest ten percent earned less than $36,190, and the 
highest ten percent earned more than $85,550. 

The school calendar often allows elementary school teachers to receive 
vacation days on national and state holidays and receive winter and 
summer vacations. Most employers offer life and health insurance and 
retirement benefits. These are usually paid by the employer. 

Metropolitan Areas with the Highest 
Employment Level in this Occupation

Metropolitan area Employment Employment per 
thousand jobs 

Annual 
mean wage 

New York-Jersey City-
White Plains, NY-NJ 61,200 9.45 $71,190

Houston-The Woodlands-
Sugar Land, TX 34,280 11.70 $57,530

Los Angeles-Long 
Beach-Glendale, CA 31,020 7.56 $73,430

Atlanta-Sandy Springs-
Roswell, GA 28,950 11.67 $54,190

Chicago-Naperville-
Arlington Heights, IL 27,730 7.76 $64,000

Dallas-Plano-Irving, TX 24,490 10.51 $54,270
Washington-Arlington-
Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-
WV 

23,620 9.77 $70,210

Minneapolis-St. Paul-
Bloomington, MN-WI 17,550 9.33 $63,600

Riverside-San 
Bernardino-Ontario, CA 16,690 12.73 $75,950

Phoenix-Mesa-
Scottsdale, AZ 15,900 8.48 $42,600

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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Employment Trend, 
Projected 2014–24

Note: “All Occupations” includes all occupations in the U.S. Economy. Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, Employment Projections Program

Total, all occupations: 7%

Preschool, primary, secondary, and special education 
school teachers: 6%

Elementary school teachers: 6%

There were over 1.5 million elementary school teachers employed 
nationally in 2014. Employment is expected to grow about as fast 
as the average for all occupations through the year 2024, which 
means employment is projected to increase about 6 percent. Most job 
openings will occur as a result of the expected retirement of a large 
number of teachers.

The supply of elementary school teachers is likely to increase in 
response to growing student enrollment, improved job opportunities, 
more teacher involvement in school policy, greater public interest in 
education and higher salaries. Job prospects are greater in central 
cities and rural areas. However, job growth could be limited by state 
and local government budget deficits. 
 

EMPLOYMENT AND OUTLOOK

Related Occupations
• Education Administrator
• Preschool Teacher
• Principal
• Secondary & Middle School Teacher 
• Special Education Teacher
• Teacher Assistant
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1. What was your individual career path in terms of education/training, 
entry-level job, or other significant opportunity?

I knew being a teacher was a lot of work because I watched my mom, a teacher, 
at her desk for long hours in the evenings while I was growing up. So I didn’t really 
think about teaching until I was in my sophomore year at St. Mary’s College and 
was required to do a project where we went out into the community to help. I did a 
placement each week in an elementary school. I loved working with little kids. I was 
an English major and decided to minor in Education Studies.

I went on to earn a master’s in teaching at St. Mary’s.

Now I teach second graders, mostly Hispanic, English as a Second Language (ESL) 
students. I teach reading, language arts, math and science. The most rewarding part 
of my job is seeing and hearing the progress of students who are learning English. I 
also love the relationships I build with the students. Being able to listen and talk with 
younger kids gives you a different, fun perspective on life. I know I make a difference 
every day. That’s really rewarding.

2. What are the most important skills and/or qualities for someone in your 
profession?

The number one thing is flexibility, and rolling with the punches every day whether 
it’s because lunch is delayed or the students didn’t understand the lesson and I have 
to go back and re-teach. Also, especially with younger children, you must be patient. 
You have to make things simple for them, and make subjective things concrete for 
them. Literally, you have to teach them to stick the top of the marker on the bottom 
of it. They need very clear directions.

3. What do you wish you had known going into this profession?

There are so many things that are not child- or teaching-related that are mandatory, 
stemming from policy, that teachers are expected to do. For instance, in Maryland, 
every year we have to participate in SOL’s, which stands for Student Learning 
Objectives, a research project we do on our students for math and science.

Conversation With . . . 
SHEA RUST
Second Grade Teacher

Riverdale Elementary School, Riverdale, Maryland
Teacher, 3 years
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I also didn’t realize how much of my own money I would spend—more than $300 a 
year—on classroom supplies, materials, and things I think will help my students.

4. Are there many job opportunities in your profession? In what specific 
areas?

I can only speak to Maryland, but every one of my classmates or friends who wanted 
to get a teaching job has been able to secure one. Special education teachers are 
especially in demand.

5. How do you see your profession changing in the next five years? What 
role will technology play in those changes, and what skills will be 
required?

Technology is going to be what changes the profession. I see classrooms where 
teachers put lessons on Google and students go ahead and work on them on their 
own. In my school, every third- and fifth-grader has a Chromebook. This will trickle 
down to the lower grades. As a teacher, I work with a smart board and an interactive 
projector. Say you have a Venn diagram up with different statements below. The 
kids can drag the statements onto the screen where they belong. And you can see 
the kids’ writing on the board. In addition are online quizzes kids can take with their 
smartphones. (AP Style is one word.)

6. What do you enjoy most about your job? What do you enjoy least about 
your job?

I enjoy working with the kids. They’re so cute and fun; every day I have a fun story. 
Seeing someone actually learn how to read, and seeing the change you’re making, is 
really, really rewarding.

The least rewarding is when the administration wants you to do something related to 
a policy or test that has changed—and they seem to change every year—that you 
don’t think is furthering the kids’ learning.

7. Can you suggest a valuable “try this” for students considering a career 
in your profession?

Do a summer camp program. Or, some high schools arrange placements for 
students in an elementary school. I really recommend you do that to find out if you 
like working with children, because if you don’t, you’ll be miserable. Sometimes it’s 
frustrating to realize how little younger children know. We have lessons in my class 
on how to sneeze and how to wash your hands.
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American Association for 
Employment in Education
3040 Riverside Drive, Suite 125
Columbus, OH 43221
614.485.1111
www.aaee.org

American Association of Colleges 
for Teacher Education
1307 New York Avenue NW
Suite 300
Washington, DC 20005-4701
202.293.2450
www.aacte.org

American Federation of Teachers
Public Affairs Department
555 New Jersey Avenue NW
Washington, DC 20001
202.879.4400
www.aft.org

National Association for the 
Education of Young Children
1313 L Street NW, Suite 500
Washington, DC 20005
800.424.2460
www.naeyc.org

National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards
1525 Wilson Boulevard, Suite 500
Arlington, VA 22209
800.228.3224
www.nbpts.org 

National Council for 
Accreditation of Teacher 
Education
2010 Massachusetts Avenue, NW 
Suite 500
Washington, DC 20036-1023
202.466.7496
www.ncate.org 

National Council of Teachers of 
Mathematics
1906 Association Drive
Reston, VA 20191-1502
703.620.9840
www.nctm.org 

National Education Association
1201 16th Street, NW
Washington, DC 20036-3290
202.833.4000
www.nea.org 

U.S. Department of Education 
National Center for Education 
Statistics
1990 K Street NW
Washington, DC 2006
202.502.7300
nces.ed.gov
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Briana Nadeau/Editor


