
AFT Back to School Member Survey
Grow Progress surveyed 2,112 American Federation of Teachers (AFT)

members from August 13 to 24, 2026. The margin of error is ±1.79% at a

90% confidence level and ±2.13% at a 95% confidence level. The results

are weighted to match the demographic composition of all AFT K-12

classroom teachers.
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F I N D I N G S

Q1 How much of your own money – not

reimbursed – do you anticipate spending on

school supplies this year for your classroom?

Q2 Comparing this year to last year, what is causing your

classroom supplies spending to go up, down, or stay the same?
Open ended · coded themes, multiple mentions per respondent

28% School funding shifts costs to teachers

“Less funding from district means I spend

more if I want same level of supplies.”

“Lack of resources at the school means

spending my own money”

26% Supply prices keep rising

“The price of absolutely everything!! We are

ALL struggling.”

“Rising costs of everything will make it more

expensive even if I was buying the exact same

things.”

13% New assignments and classroom changes require purchases
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“My position has changed and I anticipate

needing supplies as I enter this new teaching

assignment.”

“Switched subjects (again). Science and math

curriculum don't offer visuals. Desk chair

broken.”

13% Existing supplies and support reduce spending

“Going down based on years in the classroom.

Number was higher first five years as an

educator”

“School provides what I need. I don't do any

project work that would require extra

materials.”

13% Teachers are cutting back personal spending

“I am not willing to spend as much of my own

money on teaching supplies.”

“My spending is down because I have to

prioritize myself and my family first.”

13% Student needs increase classroom spending

“The influx of student needs due to the

economy is causing my spending to go up.”

“I have more students and their needs vary.

Our school budget has decreased as well.”

10% Students and families cannot provide supplies

“My students’ families cannot contribute to

their school supplies. Many are under

employed.”

8% Spending is staying about the same

“Staying the same due to being in same

position.”
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Q3 What kind of supplies are you buying for

your students and classroom this year?
Open ended · coded themes, multiple mentions per respondent

61% Basic classroom supplies and essentials

“Pencils, paper, crayons, rulers, binders” “Pencils, markers, loose leaf paper,

construction paper, erasers...”

32% Food, hygiene, and student care items

“food items more than anything now that we

lost access to district wide free breakfast and

lunch”

“Snacks, deoderant, feminine products,

tissues, hand sanitizer, extra pens and pencils,

transparent post-its”

25% Classroom setup, organization, and decor

“Pocket charts, clock with timer, decoration,

desk name tags, schedule, calendar”

“Rug, lamps, decorations, new posters, storage

containers, Sharpies, shelving.”

24% Specialized tools and accessibility supports

“Fidgets, art materials, things that will help

students to self regulate and learn”

“More products to address sensory needs -

more products to keep centers relevant and

engaging so small group instruction can run

smoothly”

22% Books and supplemental instructional materials

“I buy curricular enhancements; extra content

material”

“Curriculum supplements that scaffold for the

students.”

19% Rewards, incentives, and behavior supports

“Rewards, outdoor play equipment, indoor play

activities”

“Prizes, markers, incentive, stickers, prizes”
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Q4 Do you anticipate needing to purchase

food for your students this year?

Q5 Overall, are you seeing positive or negative impacts of the Trump

administration's policies in your schools and communities?
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Q6 Please describe the positive or negative impacts, if any,

you have seen or experienced as a result of the Trump

administration's policies in your schools and communities.
Open ended · coded themes, multiple mentions per respondent

35% Funding cuts and privatization weaken schools

“More pressure from higher ups in our district.

Feel our budget is tighter than previous years.”

“They are taking away taxpayer money from

public schools to fund private charter schools.”

30% Immigration enforcement traumatizes students and families

“I find our immigrant students are suffering.

Some have given up and moved back to their

home countries. Some are afraid to come to

school and so their attendance is lowered.”

“ICE has taken away families and those still

here are afraid to leave their homes.”

20% Rising costs deepen family hardship

“I live in an already poverty ridden rural area.

Trump’s policies have made it worse”

“Normal daily things are more expensive, food

is expensive, morale is low, hope for the future

is low”

19% Vulnerable students lose support and protection

“I am a special education teacher, and his

policy around my services is concerning.”

“Trump is making it harder to properly service

students, especially those with special needs.”

13% Political pressure restricts teaching and inclusion

“chilling effect on teaching about inclusion and

honest history.”

“Fear, worry about backlash for sharing diverse

stories and talking about my own life and

interests”

13% Hostility and bigotry make schools less safe

“Straight white students feel emboldened to

demean students they view as "other" because

of the example set.”

“Racism, sexism, homophobia, anti-trans,

socioeconomic issues, classism, escalation in

misogyny and rape culture, among others.”
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Q7 Which of the following is closest to your experience?

Because of gas prices, my commute will cost…

Q8 Who is most to blame for the rising costs

of groceries, gas, and other goods?
Open ended · coded themes, verbatims to be selected

48% Trump and Republicans raised costs

28% Government policies and leadership raised costs

18% Tariffs and global instability raised prices

11% Corporate greed and profiteering raised prices

8% No single actor is responsible

7% Economic inflation and market shocks raised prices

5% Democrats and Biden raised costs
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Q9 What concerns, if any, do you have about how AI

is being implemented and used in your school?
Open ended · coded themes, multiple mentions per respondent

28% AI weakens student thinking and learning

“I am seeing the consistent degradation of

social skills because students aren’t engaging

with others in person.”

“I have concerns about a decrease of critical

thinking and increasing of learning struggles.”

22% AI is not yet a concern

“Haven’t run into anything concerning yet. I

will hold my opinion until something ever

does.”

“None right now, but I am sure it’s on the way.”

15% AI enables cheating and inauthentic work

“Students use it to cheat all the way through

school and don’t care about learning at all.”

“It is hard to trust that kids have done their

own work.”

15% Schools lack clear AI rules and training

“Very little guidance other than showing

teachers how they can use it to create

assignments. No guidance on student use and

no plan for teaching students how to use it

appropriately.”

“There are no clear policies of what is or is not

acceptable and how to mitigate improper use

of AI.”

14% AI should support, not replace, teachers

“AI has a place in education but it should not

replace human teachers!”

“I have been learning how to use AI to assist in

my teaching and not take over my teaching.”

13% AI should be restricted in schools

“I wish there was a law against using it in

schools period”

“AI should not be pushed on us. I do not think

it’s appropriate for elementary students to use

personal devices.”

11% AI threatens privacy, safety, and equity

“I have concerns for AI use regarding safety,

mental health, and on the environment inside

and outside of school.”

“FERPA and HIPPA violations, especially when

people are inputting student names.”
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Q10 During the course of a week in your job as an

educator, how stressed are you on average?

Q11 How likely are you to leave the

teaching profession in the next year?
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Q12 Why did you answer the previous question about

whether or not you're considering leaving the

teaching profession the way that you did?
Open ended · coded themes, multiple mentions per respondent

51% Can't afford to lose salary, pension, benefits

“Financially: I need to stay in in order to receive

my pension.  Emotionally: I'm invested in my

students and it's worth the stress to see their

success and growth.”

"I stay because I can't afford to lose my salary

and benefits. Teacher burn out is running

rampant."

25% Love for teaching and students

“I have no reason to leave the education field.

Despite stress and challenges I do enjoy my

job and care for my students.”

“I LOVE this profession and couldn’t imagine

doing anything else.”

19% Stress and workload make teaching unsustainable

“The demand of the job can be overwhelming.

You literally have to work and be engaged for

long , long hours to be totally effective.

Balance in life suffers...”

“the environmental stress levels continue to

rise each year making our kids more anxious

along with our families. the heaviness of

teaching and the weight of it is not

sustainable”

16% Poor leadership and lack of support

“Because it’s a HOT MESS. School Districts do

not rely on teachers for guidance or

recommendations on programs.”

“My main reason for leaving if I do is the lack of

support from administrators.”

7% Parents and students are not held accountable for worsening student

behavior

“Educators are treated poorly by students and parents. There is no respect”

7% Supportive school culture makes teachers stay

“I work at a school that is overall supportive of teachers and teaching.”
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4% Low pay makes staying in the profession challenging

“I can’t afford to be a teacher anymore. I’m

actively looking for higher-paying jobs.”

“The pay is horrible, I can’t afford to buy a

house or even food sometimes. My bills are

skyrocketing and I can’t make ends meet.”

Note: The top reasons teachers gave for being likely to leave are stress and lack of

support.
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Q13 Would you recommend the teaching profession

to your own children or children you know?

Q14 Are you working an additional job(s)

to your job as an educator this year?
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D E M O G R A P H I C S

Composition of the 2,112 AFT members surveyed. Percentages are of all respondents and

may not total 100% where respondents declined to answer.
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Fielded and analyzed by Grow Progress. Open-ended responses were coded into themes; respondents can appear

in more than one theme, so percentages sum to more than 100%.
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