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Executive Summary

The Educational Services sector encompasses every institution that produces, transmits, and certifies
human capital: elementary and secondary public and private schools serving K—12 students; colleges and
universities offering associate, bachelor, and advanced degrees; business and trade schools; professional
schools; technical institutes; and specialized educational services. NAICS 61 employs approximately 3.8
million workers across roughly 130,000 establishments, with the majority being schools rather than
educational support services. The sector educates approximately 56 million K-12 students, 19.28 million
undergraduates, and millions more in graduate, professional, and continuing education.

The conventional assessment of this sector focuses on test scores, graduation rates, enrollment numbers,
and budget allocations. Those metrics describe current educational outcomes. They do not describe the
structural conditions that determine whether the sector can absorb the next wave of teacher departures,
the next enrollment cliff year where freshman cohorts shrink by 200,000, the next institution closure, or the
next fiscal crisis that forces schools to choose between teacher salaries and building maintenance.

The Four Frequencies framework examines a different layer. Where has the teaching workforce thinned to
a point where one in eight positions is unfilled or filled by someone without certification? Where does
governance fragmentation across 13,303 independent school districts create conditions where federal
compliance burden reaches 41% of administrative work while funding provides only 7.8%? Where have
cost structures rigidified around workforce and facility obligations that must absorb a 15% enrollment cliff?
And where has the sector failed to invest in the teacher pipelines, the student support systems, and the
facility maintenance that its own infrastructure makes necessary?

Educational Services is a Tier 2 data coverage sector in this assessment: 16 structural metrics across five
federal data sources (NCES, BLS, Department of Education, NAEP, and GAO). With 3.8 million workers
across 130,000 establishments and 56 million K-12 students in the nation’s schools, the sector’s structural
conditions determine whether the American education system can sustain itself as the primary producer of
the nation’s human capital or whether structural thinning, governance fragmentation, and systematic
underinvestment produce cascading failures that diminish the country’s capacity to compete.

American education operates inside a structural paradox: the sector responsible for
producing the nation’s human capital cannot retain its own workforce. One in eight teaching
positions is either vacant or filled by someone without full certification (411,549 positions
compromised). Seventy percent of teachers with five years or less experience have left or
seriously considered leaving. The median teacher age is 43 and rising. Higher education has
shifted 68% of its faculty to contingent non-tenure-track appointments, closing 28
degree-granting institutions in 2024 while undergraduate enrollment continues to decline.
Governance fragmentation through 13,303 independently elected school districts creates
conditions where federal regulations generate 41% of administrative compliance burden
while funding provides 7.8%. The sector is simultaneously thinning the workforce it employs
and losing the student population it serves. Structural resilience requires depth at every
stage of the pipeline. American education has depth at none of them.




THINNESS PERMISSION MANAGEMENT ABSENCE

Sector Structural Profile

American education operates inside a structural paradox: the sector responsible for producing the nation’s
human capital cannot retain its own workforce. One in eight teaching positions is either vacant or filled by
someone without full certification (411,549 positions compromised in a system that requires teaching depth
at every level). Seventy percent of teachers with five years or less experience have left or seriously
considered leaving. The median teacher age is 43 and rising, meaning nearly half the profession is near
retirement. Higher education has shifted 68% of its faculty to contingent non-tenure-track appointments,
closing 28 degree-granting institutions in 2024 while the undergraduate enrollment that sustained them
continues to decline. Early childhood education operates at $13.07 per hour median wages that cannot
compete for qualified staff. The sector is thinning at every stage of the pipeline: K-12 (411,549 positions
compromised), higher education (28 institutions closed, 68% contingent faculty), early childhood (wages
below poverty threshold). Governance fragmentation through 13,303 independently elected school districts
creates conditions where federal regulations generate 41% of administrative compliance burden while
funding provides 7.8% (a misalignment that means schools navigate Title IX, civil rights enforcement, and
accountability measures while sourcing 92% of operational revenue from state and local sources). The
management layer shows rigidified cost structures: superintendent turnover reached 23%, benefits
spending grew 81% while salary growth remained at 8% inflation-adjusted, and the sector carries $1.64
trillion in student debt that constrains the economic capacity of the graduates it educates. And the sector
has failed to fund the core functions education requires: school psychologist ratios stand at 1,071:1 versus
500:1 recommended, counselor ratios at 372:1 versus 250:1 recommended, learning outcome erosion
accelerates (NAEP reading down 5 points, math down 8 points), chronic absenteeism persists at 23.5%,
and 13 million Americans live in education deserts with no college within commuting distance. Structural
resilience requires depth at every stage of the pipeline. American education has depth at none of them.

Four Frequency Severity Assessment

T Thinness SEVERE




Where the teaching workforce has contracted into a position where one in eight positions is unfilled or filled
by uncertified staff, where higher education has replaced tenured faculty with contingent appointments,
and where infrastructure ages without maintenance while the sector lacks the depth to deploy resources to
resolve either condition. The Educational Services sector presents the most extreme workforce depletion
profile of any sector covered by this assessment. Thinness operates across three distinct dimensions that
interact to compound the sector’s structural fragility.

The K-12 teaching workforce shortage is measured with clinical precision by NCES. Four hundred eleven
thousand five hundred forty-nine teaching positions are unfilled or filled by uncertified staff in a sector that
requires credentialed depth at every institution. This represents 1 in 8 positions nationally. Sixty-four
percent of public schools report lack of qualified candidates for available positions. Seventy-four percent
report difficulty filling special education positions. The structural mechanism is workforce thinning at
velocity: the annual teacher departure rate stands at 7.7%. Seventy percent of teachers with five years or
less experience have either left or seriously considered leaving. The median teacher age is 43, up from 36
in 1976. Nearly half the profession is within a decade of retirement. The pipeline that replaces departing
teachers shows growing weakness: teacher preparation programs have contracted, and the profession
competes for recruits against fields that pay 25-40% more for equivalent credentials.

Higher education compounds the thinning through a different mechanism: replacement of tenure-track
faculty with contingent non-tenure-track appointments. Sixty-eight percent of higher education faculty
operate under contingent contracts, up from 47% in 1987. The contingency rate among community college
faculty reaches 80%. The structural consequence is that institutions have traded permanent institutional
knowledge for labor cost reduction. A faculty member on a one-year contingent appointment knows they
may not be employed next year. Institutional loyalty, course development continuity, and research program
continuity all depend on employment stability. The sector has systematized institutional knowledge
departure.

Infrastructure degradation provides the third Thinness dimension. The average school building is 50 years
old. The deferred maintenance backlog exceeds $90 billion ($56 billion in capital projects and $34 billion in
operations). Six thousand rural schools have closed since 1998. With enrollment projected to decline 15%
by 2029, the physical capacity schools were built to operate is in excess of what the system will require,
yet the maintenance obligations on existing buildings exceed the system’s capacity to fund them. Schools
choose between teacher salaries and building maintenance. They choose between counselors and air
conditioning in classrooms where temperatures reach 95 degrees in summer.

P Permission ELEVATED

Where governance fragmentation across 13,303 independent school districts intersects with federal
compliance mandates that generate 41% of administrative burden while funding provides 7.8%, where 21
states enforce curriculum restriction laws, and where policy uncertainty around Title IX, DEI, and funding




creates structural misalignment between authority and resources. The Permission frequency in the
Educational Services sector measures whether authority structures and resource flows align with the
regulatory obligations they must absorb. The data describes a sector where alignment has degraded into a
condition of chronic misalignment.

Governance fragmentation is the sector’'s foundational Permission condition. The United States operates
13,303 independently elected or appointed school district boards. No comparable nation-state educates its
children through such extreme decentralization. Each district independently navigates federal Title I, Title
IX, IDEA, civil rights compliance, and accountability metrics while sourcing 92% of operational budget from
state and local revenue. The federal government provides 7.8% of K-12 funding but generates an
estimated 41% of administrative compliance burden. The structural consequence is that schools must
execute federal mandates with resources controlled by other authorities. When federal law requires IDEA
compliance for students with disabilities but provides only 14% of costs, schools absorb the difference
through local budget. When Title IX requires nondiscrimination policies but does not fund enforcement,
schools create compliance infrastructure from existing operational budgets.

Curriculum restriction laws add a Permission layer that creates explicit policy contradiction. Twenty-one
states have enacted curriculum restriction laws affecting gender, sexuality, and race topics. These
restrictions operate simultaneously with federal civil rights enforcement requirements that mandate
nondiscrimination policies and Title IX compliance. Schools face a structural permission conflict: federal
law requires they address discrimination; state law restricts their ability to discuss the categories protected
by federal law. Additionally, DEI elimination executive orders signed in January 2025 cancelled $2.6 million
in contracts and flagged 200+ web pages for removal. Schools navigate a Permission environment where
policy direction is being reversed at the federal level while state-level restrictions persist.

Title IX regulatory vacancies create structural uncertainty. In January 2025, a federal court vacated
nationwide the Biden administration’s 2024 Title IX rule changes on a nationwide basis. Schools that
implemented the rule revisions now operate under regulatory ambiguity until the Supreme Court either
affirms or rejects the prior rule or a new rule is promulgated. The Permission architecture that governs
student athletics, sexual harassment policy, and nondiscrimination compliance in Title IX schools is
unstable.

M Management ELEVATED

Where cost structures have rigidified around workforce and facility obligations that must absorb an
enrollment cliff without layoff authority, where leadership turnover prevents institutional knowledge
accumulation, and where benefits spending growth outpaces salary growth by a 10-to-1 ratio, straining
institutional capacity to manage competing obligations. The Management frequency in the Educational
Services sector measures whether the sector's information architecture converts resource signals,
enrollment data, and cost trends into corrective action. The data describes a sector whose leadership layer




is experiencing turnover velocity that prevents institutional knowledge from accumulating while cost
structures are rigidifying in ways that prevent adaptation.

Leadership turnover is the primary Management measurement. Superintendent turnover reached 23% in
the nation’s 500 largest districts in 2024-25, up from 14-16% pre-pandemic. Higher education shows
comparable instability: university president average tenure is 5.9 years (down from 8.5 in 2006);
community college president average tenure is only 3.5 years. This turnover rate is structurally significant
because district and institutional leadership requires years to accumulate knowledge about facilities,
governance, union relationships, state regulations, and community politics. A superintendent with 3-5
years tenure is still learning the job. When replacements turnover at 23% annually, the leadership layer
never accumulates the depth required to execute complex structural changes.

Cost structure rigidity is the second Management condition. Benefits spending grew 81% between 2002
and 2023, while salary growth remained at 7.7% inflation-adjusted (a 10-to-1 ratio that leaves schools
choosing between hiring teachers and funding benefits). When enrollment declines 15%, schools cannot
simply reduce headcount proportionally because union contracts, workforce stability, and community
expectations require that schools absorb enrollment decline through attrition and reallocation rather than
mass layoffs. But cost structures that grow fixed obligations faster than revenue contracts create structural
strain. Compensation failure and structural failure are not distinct conditions in this sector. The 81% growth
in benefits costs against 8% salary growth reflects a structural lock: pension obligations must be funded
before salary adjustments can be made. This binds the cost structure to retirement obligations from the
previous generation, preventing competitive adjustment to current labor markets. Early childhood
educators at $13.07 per hour cannot compete when the same labor market offers $18-25 per hour in retail.
The wage gap is not a policy choice waiting to be corrected. It is a structural constraint embedded in how
the sector funds itself.

Higher education capital needs compound the Management frequency. Moody’s estimates that the sector
requires $750 billion to $950 billion in infrastructure investment over the next decade to replace aging
facilities and modernize academic spaces. Simultaneously, 28 degree-granting institutions closed in 2024,
indicating that capital constraints are already forcing institutional consolidation. Student debt at $1.64
trillion with 7.7 million borrowers in default constrains institutional revenues through federal loan default
rates that trigger accountability measures. Management registers as Elevated rather than Severe because
many districts and institutions retain governance capacity and financial reserves, but the combination of
leadership turnover, cost rigidity, and capital constraints is producing persistent strain across the sector.

A Absence SEVERE

Where the teaching workforce continuously departs, where learning outcomes show sustained decline,
where student support infrastructure is absent at scale, where broadband and device access fails critical
populations, and where the talent that the sector needs to recover itself is choosing other professions and




other regions. The Absence frequency in the Educational Services sector measures where critical
knowledge, capacity, or infrastructure has departed, concentrated, or failed to develop. The data describes
a sector that has invested heavily in testing and accountability infrastructure while systematically
underinvesting in the teaching workforce, the student support systems, and the facilities that determine
whether students can learn.

Workforce exit velocity is the primary Absence condition. The annual teacher departure rate stands at
7.7%. Seventy percent of teachers with five years or less experience have left or seriously considered
leaving. The Center for American Progress found that teacher turnover is 27% higher than 1990s baseline
and that profession exit rates have increased 50% or more. The sector is not replenishing itself. It is
experiencing continuous depletion. The experience concentration follows: early-career teachers leave at
highest rates, leaving the profession skewed toward mid-career and late-career cohorts, which means the
mentoring, knowledge transfer, and guidance that early-career teachers require is concentrated in an
aging cohort.

Learning outcome erosion provides forensic evidence that Absence conditions are translating into
operational impact. NAEP reading scores declined 5 points between 2019 and 2024 at both 4th and 8th
grade. NAEP math scores declined 8 points at 8th grade over the same period. Forty percent of 4th
graders score below the Basic level in reading. These are not margins. They are structural shifts in
measurable learning outcomes. Chronic absenteeism stands at 23.5% of students, 57% above
pre-pandemic levels, indicating that student engagement infrastructure is failing to retain students in
school buildings.

Student support infrastructure is absent at scale. School psychologist ratios stand at 1,071 students per
psychologist versus 500:1 recommended by the National Association of School Psychologists. Counselor
ratios stand at 372:1 versus 250:1 recommended by ASCA. School nurses and speech-language
pathologists face comparable staffing shortages. These ratios mean that students who need mental health
support, college counseling, or speech therapy cannot access it because the infrastructure to provide it is
absent.

The digital divide persists. Twenty-five percent of K-12 students lack broadband access or device access.
Only 27% of states are prepared for the end of federal broadband funding programs that have sustained
rural and low-income connectivity. The sector that teaches technology and requires devices for learning
has failed to provide the infrastructure that learning requires.




Revision conditions. This assessment reflects structural conditions measured as of April
2026 using the federal data sources cited above. Thinness would be revised from SEVERE
to ELEVATED if unfilled or uncertified teaching positions fell below 250,000, or if faculty
contingency rates in higher education declined below 50%. Permission would be revised if
the federal compliance burden ratio fell below 2-to-1 relative to funding share, or if Title IX
regulatory stability was restored through Supreme Court affirmation. Management would be
revised if superintendent turnover fell below 15% and benefits-to-salary cost ratio improved
below 5-to-1. Absence would be revised if annual teacher turnover fell below 5% and NAEP
reading and math scores showed sustained improvement for two consecutive assessment
periods. Reassessment is recommended if any of these conditions change or after 18
months.

Federal Data Metrics

NCES Teaching positions unfilled or filled by uncertified staff 411,549 (1 in 8 nationally)
NCES Public schools reporting lack of qualified candidates 64%

NCES Schools reporting difficulty filling special education positions  74%

NCES Annual teacher departure rate 7.7%

NCES Early-career teachers departed or considering leaving 70%

NCES Median teacher age 43 (up from 36 in 1976)
AAUP Higher education faculty on contingent non-tenure-track 68% (up from 47% in 1987)

appointments

AAUP Community college faculty contingency rate 80%

GAO Average school building age 50 years

GAO Deferred maintenance backlog $90B ($56B capital, $34B operations)
NCES K-12 enrollment decline projection (2025-2029) 15%

NCES Undergraduate enrollment (Fall 2024) 19.28M (down from 21M peak in 2010)

This assessment draws on structural data from five primary federal sources. Educational Services is a Tier 2 data coverage sector:
16 metrics across multiple agencies. NCES (National Center for Education Statistics): 411,549 unfilled positions, 64% schools lacking
qualified candidates, 74% difficulty in special ed, 7.7% annual departure rate, 70% early-career flight, enrollment projections (15%
decline 2025-2029), undergraduate enroliment at 19.28M, median teacher age 43. BLS (Bureau of Labor Statistics): Employment
data (3.8M education workers, 130K establishments), wage data (teacher median $67K), superintendent turnover (23% in large
districts), benefits vs salary growth metrics (+81% benefits, +7.7% salary 2002-2023). Department of Education: Title IV student loan
data ($1.64T total debt, 7.7M in default, 18.6% delinquency); civil rights enforcement (Title IX rule vacations, DEI contract
cancellations); federal funding data (7.8% of K-12); accountability and compliance requirements. NAEP/NAGB (National Assessment
of Educational Progress): Reading scores (down 5 points 2019-2024 at 4th and 8th grade), math scores (down 8 points at 8th grade),
40% of 4th graders below Basic in reading. GAO (Government Accountability Office): School facility conditions, average building age
(50 years), deferred maintenance ($90B), broadband access metrics. Additional data from: ACE (university president tenure 5.9
years, down from 8.5 in 2006; community college president tenure 3.5 years); AAUP (faculty contingency rates 68% higher ed, 80%
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community college); ASCA (counselor ratios 372:1 vs 250:1 recommended, chronic absenteeism 23.5% at 57% above
pre-pandemic); NASP (school psychologist ratios 1,071:1 vs 500:1 recommended); ASHA (54% speech-language pathologist
shortage reports); EdChoice (1.3M students in school choice programs, 25% annual growth); Higher Ed Dive (28 institutions closed
2024, up from 15 in 2023); Moody’s (higher ed capital needs $750B-$950B); SETDA (broadband disparities, 25% students lacking
access); Rural Schools Open (6,000+ rural school closures since 1998); PEN America (821 censorship attempts 2024).

The 12 Public Dimensions

Twelve of the twenty Four Frequencies dimensions are measurable from publicly available federal data.
These dimensions describe the structural environment every organization in Educational Services inherits.

T1 - Teaching Workforce Supply Gap

411,549 positions unfilled or filled by uncertified staff (1 in 8 nationally). 64% of schools lack qualified candidates.
74% difficulty in special ed. 7.7% annual departure rate. 70% of early-career teachers departed or considering
leaving. Workforce being depleted faster than it can be replenished.

T2 - Faculty Contingency Rate

68% of higher ed faculty on contingent non-tenure-track (up from 47% in 1987). Community college contingency
80%. Institutional knowledge being traded for labor cost reduction. Average faculty member knows they may not be
employed next year.

T3 - Facility Infrastructure Deficit

Average school building age: 50 years. Deferred maintenance: $90B ($56B capital, $34B operations). 6,000+ rural
schools closed since 1998. Projected 15% enrollment decline by 2029 means excess facility capacity with unmet
maintenance obligations.

T4 - Student Support Capacity

School psychologists: 1,071:1 vs 500:1 recommended. Counselors: 372:1 vs 250:1 recommended. 54% of
speech-language pathologists report shortages in schools. Infrastructure to support student mental health and
academic planning is absent at scale.

P1 - Governance Fragmentation Index

13,303 independently elected/appointed school districts. Federal funding 7.8%, estimated compliance burden 41%.
Schools navigate federal mandates with resources controlled by other authorities. Extreme decentralization with
misaligned authority and resources.

P2 - Federal Compliance Asymmetry

7.8% of K-12 funding comes from federal sources; estimated 41% of administrative compliance burden is federal.
Schools must execute federal Title |, Title IX, IDEA, civil rights mandates while sourcing 92% of budget from
state/local sources.

M1 - Leadership Turnover Velocity

Superintendent turnover 23% in 500 largest districts (2024-25), up from 14-16% pre-pandemic. University president
tenure 5.9 years (down from 8.5 in 2006). Community college president tenure 3.5 years. Leadership layer cycles
faster than institutional knowledge accumulates.

M2 - Cost Structure Rigidity

Benefits spending growth: +81% (2002-2023). Salary growth inflation-adjusted: +7.7%. 10-to-1 ratio. Schools
choose between hiring teachers and funding benefits. Enroliment decline cannot be absorbed through proportional
headcount reduction.
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A1l - Workforce Exit Velocity

7.7% annual teacher departure rate. 70% of early-career teachers departed or considering leaving. Turnover 27%
higher than 1990s. Profession exit rates increased 50%+. Sector depletes faster than it can replenish.

A2 - Learning Outcome Erosion

NAEP reading: -5 points (4th, 8th grade 2019-2024). NAEP math: -8 points at 8th grade. 40% of 4th graders below
Basic in reading. Measurable learning outcomes showing structural decline across grade levels.

A3 - Chronic Absence Rate

23.5% chronic absenteeism (57% above pre-pandemic). Peak was 28.5% in 2022. Student engagement
infrastructure failing to retain students in school buildings at pre-pandemic rates.

A4 - Education Desert Coverage

13 million Americans in education deserts (no college within commuting distance). Only 29% of rural residents
18-24 enrolled in higher education (vs 48% urban). Unequal access to post-secondary education geographically
concentrated.

The 8 Diagnostic-Only Dimensions

The following eight dimensions can only be scored through the Four Frequencies diagnostic engagement
using behavioral intelligence data from inside the organization. Federal data reveals the sector-level
structural conditions above. These dimensions reveal the organization-specific structural dynamics that
determine whether your organization is absorbing compensatory load for the sector-level weaknesses, or
compounding them.

T5 - Institutional Knowledge Mapping

Where does critical teaching expertise concentrate in your school or institution? Can those individuals be replaced if
they depart? What happens to the curriculum design, the relationship depth, and the domain knowledge when a
teacher with 30 years in the district leaves?

P3 - Decision Authority Distribution

How far are policy decisions sitting from classrooms? When federal law requires Title IX compliance, when state
law restricts curriculum, when district law allocates budget, who makes the decision about what students
experience?

P4 - Regulatory Stability

Title 1X 2024 rules vacated nationwide by federal court (Jan 2025). 21 states with curriculum restriction laws. DEI
elimination executive orders (Jan 2025) cancelled $2.6M contracts, flagged 200+ web pages. Permission
environment being reconstructed simultaneously across multiple dimensions.

M3 - Cultural Load Distribution

Which informal systems are carrying load that formal systems cannot? Which administrators are working 60-hour
weeks to maintain operations? Which teachers are using personal funds to supply classrooms? Where is the
system operating on cultural commitment rather than structural capacity?

M4 - Student Debt Structural Load

$1.64 trillion total student debt. 7.7 million borrowers in default. 18.6% delinquency rate. 2.5M additional borrowers
moved into default Sept-Dec 2025 alone. Debt constrains economic capacity of educated workforce.
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A5 - Adaptive Capacity Under Stress
When enrollment declines 10% in a year, how does your institution absorb it? When a critical teacher departs, what
is your timeline to replacement? When infrastructure fails, what happens to students? How much excess capacity is
built into your operations?

P5 - Institutional Autonomy Erosion

Tenure under attack in 10+ states. Accreditation overhaul proposed at federal level. School choice legislation
expanding in 34 states with 118 bills. Academic freedom and institutional governance authority is under sustained
pressure.

T6 - Pipeline Collapse Indicators
Is your institution tracking whether teacher preparation programs are producing sufficient replacements? Are early
childhood wages competitive enough to attract qualified staff? Is your contingency rate sustainable or trending
toward instability?

The gap between what federal data reveals (12 dimensions) and what the diagnostic
measures (all 20) is not a marketing device. It is the structural reality of organizational
intelligence. Public data shows the sector-level weather. The diagnostic shows whether your
building leaks. In the Educational Services sector, that distinction carries existential
consequence: the sector-level conditions documented above create the environment in
which your organization operates. What the diagnostic reveals is whether your teaching
workforce pipeline, your governance alignment, your cost structure flexibility, and your
student support infrastructure are sufficient to maintain operations within that environment or
whether they are compounding the sector’s structural vulnerabilities.

Structural Risk Scenarios

Structural conditions do not predict specific events. They define the envelope of probable outcomes. The
following scenarios are structurally plausible given current conditions. They are not forecasts. They are the
shapes that failure takes in a sector with this structural profile.

Pipeline Collapse

The defining structural condition of the Educational Services sector is the collapse of the pipeline that
produces the workforce education requires. Teacher production is declining: teacher preparation programs
have contracted. Early childhood education operates at wages ($13.07 per hour) that cannot compete for
qualified staff. K-12 teaching faces 411,549 unfilled positions and 70% early-career flight. Higher
education has replaced 68% of faculty with contingent appointments. Undergraduate enrollment is
declining (down 8.4% from 2010 peak) and faces a 15% enrollment cliff by 2029. The sector is
simultaneously thinning the workforce it employs and losing the student population it serves. This is not a
cyclical challenge. It is pipeline collapse. The sector is losing depth at every level: early childhood wages
are insufficient, K—12 teaching is continuously depleted, higher education faculty are contingent, and the
students who graduate face $1.64 ftrillion in debt that constrains their economic capacity. A pipeline




collapse means the entire sequence from early childhood through professional education is failing
simultaneously. The cascading consequence is that no institution can recover alone. An individual school
district that invests in teacher recruitment and retention operates inside a labor market where 411,549
positions system-wide remain unfilled. Wage increases at that district pull teachers from adjacent districts
rather than solving the sector-wide shortage. Early career teachers who experience improved conditions
leave the classroom as soon as they are economically capable. The pipeline is not merely thin. It is
collapsing because the structural conditions that produce qualified educators at every stage no longer
exist, and no single institution can recreate them.

Governance Fragmentation Cascade

The United States educates its children through 13,303 independent school districts, creating governance
fragmentation unmatched in comparable nations. Each district navigates federal compliance
independently, creates its own standards, manages its own finances, and operates under distinct state
accountability regimes. The structural consequence is systematic misalignment between authority and
resources. Federal government provides 7.8% of K-12 funding but mandates 41% of compliance burden.
States restrict curriculum on topics that federal law protects. Districts absorb the conflict. The
fragmentation means recovery from the pandemic is uneven. The fragmentation means funding gaps
persist: per-pupil spending varies from $8,508 to $36,976 (a 4.3-to-1 ratio). The fragmentation means that
no uniform strategy exists to address teacher shortage, enroliment decline, or facility maintenance. Every
district solves separately what the sector must solve together. The cascade mechanism operates through
regulatory velocity: 21 states with curriculum restriction laws, Title IX rules vacated nationwide by federal
court in January 2025, DEI elimination executive orders cancelling $2.6 million in contracts. Each policy
shift requires independent interpretation and compliance response across 13,303 districts simultaneously.
Some interpret narrowly and maintain existing programs. Others interpret broadly and eliminate them. The
fragmented response means the same federal court decision produces 13,303 different implementation
patterns. The cascade point is when fragmentation prevents coordination that the sector requires for its
own recovery. Schools that want to invest in teacher recruitment face uncertainty about whether state
curriculum laws will permit them to hire teachers capable of meeting federal civil rights obligations. Schools
that want to modernize buildings face uncertainty about whether federal infrastructure funding will
materialize. The fragmentation guarantees that sector-level problems will not be solved at the sector level.
They will be fragmented and diffused across 13,303 independent decision-points, each with inadequate
authority and resources to solve what they inherited.

Knowledge Drain Spiral

The Educational Services sector is losing the knowledge required to operate itself. Teacher turnover is
27% higher than 1990s baseline. Early-career teachers are leaving at 70% rates. The median teacher age
is 43, approaching retirement. Higher education has replaced tenure-track faculty with contingent
appointments that guarantee no institutional knowledge accumulation. Leadership turns over at 23%
annually in large districts, preventing consolidation of governance knowledge. The sector is systematizing
the departure of the knowledge required to maintain it. This is structurally distinct from normal attrition. It is
active knowledge drain: the people who know how to teach, how to design curriculum, how to manage
institutions, are leaving faster than the sector can train replacements. The spiral operates through load




concentration. Workforce thinning (Thinness) creates conditions where early-career teachers depart
(Absence). Teacher departure concentrates authority in aging cohorts (Permission strain). Concentrated
authority cannot coordinate workforce recovery (Permission fragmentation). Cost rigidity prevents rapid
adaptation to enrollment decline (Management strain). And Absence conditions (missing teachers, missing
counselors, missing facility maintenance) erode the infrastructure the sector needs to navigate Thinness
and Permission conditions. Each frequency’s condition makes the others worse. The departing knowledge
is often the knowledge required to recognize and respond to anomalies. Its absence accelerates further
departure by people whose load just increased. Each departure removes contextual knowledge that took
years to accumulate, knowledge that cannot be replicated through documentation or training. The spiral
mechanism: departures concentrate load on remaining staff, concentrated load drives additional
departures, additional departures concentrate remaining knowledge further, and further concentration
accelerates the next departure. This is not a staffing shortage. It is a structural condition where the system
has become structurally configured to consume the knowledge it depends on. Once this spiral reaches
velocity, institutional capacity to absorb new knowledge or adapt to changing conditions becomes
increasingly constrained. The organizations that retain depth and institutional knowledge carry load that
structurally increases their departure risk. The remaining experienced practitioners in schools with highest
Absence are often operating under load that makes departure inevitable.

Cross-Cutting Theme Connections

Three cross-cutting structural themes operate at elevated intensity in the Educational Services sector.

Pipeline Collapse

The defining structural condition of the Educational Services sector is the collapse of the pipeline that
produces the workforce education requires. Teacher production is declining: teacher preparation programs
have contracted. Early childhood education operates at wages ($13.07 per hour) that cannot compete for
qualified staff. K-12 teaching faces 411,549 unfilled positions and 70% early-career flight. Higher
education has replaced 68% of faculty with contingent appointments. Undergraduate enrollment is
declining (down 8.4% from 2010 peak) and faces a 15% enrollment cliff by 2029. The sector is
simultaneously thinning the workforce it employs and losing the student population it serves. This is not
cyclical challenge. It is pipeline collapse. The sector is losing depth at every level: early childhood wages
are insufficient, K—12 teaching is continuously depleted, higher education faculty are contingent, and the
students who graduate face $1.64 trillion in debt that constrains their economic capacity. A pipeline
collapse means the entire sequence from early childhood through professional education is failing
simultaneously.

Governance Fragmentation

The United States educates its children through 13,303 independent school districts, creating governance
fragmentation unmatched in comparable nations. Each district navigates federal compliance
independently, creates its own standards, manages its own finances, and operates under distinct state




accountability regimes. The structural consequence is systematic misalignment between authority and
resources. Federal government provides 7.8% of K-12 funding but generates an estimated 41% of
administrative compliance burden. States restrict curriculum on topics that federal law protects. Districts
absorb the conflict. The fragmentation means recovery from the pandemic is uneven. The fragmentation
means funding gaps persist: per-pupil spending in New York reaches $36,976 while Idaho spends $8,508.
The same nation educates its children in conditions 4.3 times apart. The fragmentation means that no
uniform strategy exists to address teacher shortage, enrollment decline, or facility maintenance. Every
district solves separately what the sector must solve together.

Knowledge Drain

The Educational Services sector is losing the knowledge required to operate itself. Teacher turnover is
27% higher than 1990s baseline. Early-career teachers are leaving at 70% rates. The median teacher age
is 43, approaching retirement. Higher education has replaced tenure-track faculty with contingent
appointments that guarantee no institutional knowledge accumulation. Leadership turns over at 23%
annually in large districts, preventing consolidation of governance knowledge. The sector is systematizing
the departure of the knowledge required to maintain it. This is structurally distinct from normal attrition. It is
active knowledge drain: the people who know how to teach, how to design curriculum, how to manage
institutions, are leaving faster than the sector can train replacements. The consequence is that schools
operate with decreasing institutional depth, increasing reliance on substitutes and contingent staff, and
diminishing capacity to absorb disruption.

What This Means for Organizations in This Sector

The structural conditions identified in this assessment are visible to anyone working in the Educational
Services sector. The teacher shortage, the enrollment decline, the aging buildings, the leadership turnover,
the state-federal policy conflicts. These are the conditions K-12 leaders, university administrators, and
education professionals navigate daily. What this assessment adds is the structural architecture: how
these conditions interact, where they compound, and which conditions are within organizational control
versus which are sector-level forces that no single school or institution can resolve.

Three structural observations emerge from this analysis. But first, the interaction mechanism. These four
frequencies do not merely coexist. They connect through specific structural pathways. Workforce thinning
(Thinness) creates conditions where early-career teachers depart (Absence). Teacher departure
concentrates authority in aging cohorts (Permission strain). Governance fragmentation means schools
cannot coordinate workforce pipeline recovery (Permission fragmentation). Cost rigidity prevents rapid
adaptation to enrollment decline (Management strain). And Absence conditions (missing teachers, missing
counselors, missing facility maintenance) erode the infrastructure the sector needs to navigate Thinness
and Permission conditions. Each frequency’s condition makes the others worse.

Workforce thinness is simultaneously the sector’s operational foundation and its structural liability. The
same teaching positions that educate students are the positions that are unfilled or filled by uncertified
staff. For any organization in this sector, the diagnostic question is not “are we experiencing recruitment




challenges?” but “is our teaching workforce depth sufficient to absorb the 7.7% annual departure rate the
sector experiences, or are we operating at permanent staffing deficit because we cannot compete for
talent at the compensation we offer?”

Governance fragmentation creates structural uncertainty that individual districts and institutions cannot
resolve. Schools that want to invest in teacher recruitment face uncertainty about whether state curriculum
laws will permit them to hire teachers capable of meeting federal civil rights obligations. Schools that want
to modernize buildings face uncertainty about whether federal funding for school infrastructure will
materialize. Schools that want to adopt new approaches to student mental health face staffing gaps
(1,071:1 for school psychologists) that no single school can resolve. For any organization in this sector, the
diagnostic question is “where is your organization assuming that sector-level problems will be solved at the
sector level when in fact they are being fragmented and diffused across 13,303 independent districts?”

The knowledge drain occurring through teacher departure, contingent faculty replacement, and leadership
turnover is a capital allocation choice, not a resource constraint. The sector generates sufficient revenue to
fund full-time faculty, to invest in teacher development, to maintain buildings. The sector has chosen
instead to defer facility maintenance, to replace tenure-track faculty with contingent appointments, and to
accept 7.7% annual teacher departure as normal. For any organization in this sector, the diagnostic
qguestion is “which functions your organization is underinvesting in (teacher mentoring, curriculum
development, facility maintenance, student support) are the same functions whose absence will create the
structural exposure your next crisis will exploit?”

Methodology

The Four Frequencies framework measures structural resilience across four dimensions: Thinness (depth
of critical capacity), Permission (distribution of decision authority), Management (leadership and
operational effectiveness), and Absence (gaps in critical functions and their consequences). Each
frequency is assessed across five dimensions, for a total of twenty structural measurements.

Sector-level assessments draw on federal data mapped to the twelve publicly-measurable dimensions.
Organization-level diagnostics add behavioral intelligence from internal raters to score all twenty
dimensions. The combination produces the Structural Resilience Index (SRI), a composite score calibrated
to a five-band severity scale.

Severity terminology: MINIMAL (structural conditions within normal operating parameters, no dangerous
dependencies), MODERATE (early structural conditions that merit monitoring, concentration visible but not
yet load-bearing), ELEVATED (active structural conditions requiring attention, something finite is absorbing
extra load), SEVERE (significant structural vulnerability with compounding risk, damage spreads when
something breaks), CRITICAL (acute structural vulnerability requiring immediate intervention, multiple
failures compounding).




What This Means for Your Organization

This brief describes the structural environment your organization operates inside. Whether these
sector-level conditions are amplified or mitigated within your specific organization depends on
your internal structural profile.

The Four Frequencies diagnostic measures all 20 dimensions for a single organization,
producing a 40-page structural analysis with the Structural Resilience Index.

sjbridger.com/organizations
contact@sjbridger.com

About S.J. Bridger

S.J. Bridger is a structural resilience diagnostics practice. We analyze the structural conditions that
determine whether organizations hold together when key people leave, when systems fail, and when the
relationships that carried institutional knowledge disappear. The Four Frequencies framework was
developed through forensic analysis of organizational failures across multiple sectors and refined through
diagnostic engagements that measure what traditional assessments miss.

Structural Intelligence Briefs are published assessments of sector-level conditions. They are updated
quarterly as federal data sources release new information. The Educational Services brief is the second in
a series covering all 20 NAICS sectors.
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