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+ INTRODUCTION

Throughout the United States, school districts su�er from severe and growing declines in the teacher 

supply pipeline. Through a combination of growing student enrollments, reduced student-teacher ratios, 

teacher attrition, and waning interest in entering the teaching profession, the projected demand for new 

hires far outpaces estimated supply. Although both state and national policy have focused on e�orts to 

recruit more teachers, national data suggests that e�orts to retain pre-retirement departures are of even 

greater importance. The roughly 8% annual attrition rates account for 85-95% of all teacher demand 

(Sutcher et al., 2016). Reducing the U.S. annual attrition rate in half, closer to that of other countries, would 

nearly eliminate teacher shortages and allow for more selective hiring.

While often reported in aggregated totals, the teacher shortage is non-uniform. Teacher attrition rates are 

higher in rural areas (8.4%) than in urban and suburban areas (7.9% and 7.4%, respectively) (Latterman & 

Ste�es, 2017), leading to shortages in areas that generally have lower teacher salaries, thus more di�culty 

in competing for new hires. Teacher attrition rates are also higher in special education, science, and 

mathematics (Sutcher et al., 2016), leading to increased vacancies in subject areas where alternative wage 

opportunities are higher.

While high attrition rates account for the vast majority of vacancies across the U.S., fewer high school 

students are expressing an interest in the teaching profession. In a 2017 survey of ACT completers, just 5% 

of test takers indicated an interest in the teaching profession (Croft, Gu�y, & Vitale, 2018). The combination 

of non-uniform, high rates of attrition and declining interest in the teaching profession has resulted in 

a growing crisis, highlighted both by national data, as well as the annual Supply and Demand Report in 

South Carolina conducted by CERRA. Each year, CERRA collects vacancy data through a survey of district 

personnel, including full-time equivalent vacancies by subject area. Those data are gathered at the district 

level and organized by geographic region (e.g., Lowcountry, Upstate, etc.).

The annual Supply and Demand reports have consistently demonstrated declining enrollment in 

teacher preparation and increasing vacancies statewide. The report continues to be a valuable asset to 

policymakers in South Carolina. Given SC TEACHER’s unique role as South Carolina’s Center for Research 

on Teacher Education, exploring issues of policy and practice along the teacher pipeline continuum at the 

state’s flagship research campus, SC TEACHER sought to extend the analyses of these data. We combined 

data from CERRA with existing data sets to explore the uniformity of South Carolina’s teacher shortage 

in relation to national trends, as well as to observe the relationship between student achievement and 

vacancies throughout South Carolina. This report represents the first look at South Carolina’s teacher 

shortage in relation to geography, poverty, subject area, and achievement – all key markers in determining 

policy and practice decisions at the state and district levels.

+ DATA SOURCES

Through partnership with CERRA, SC TEACHER obtained the reported data on the number of teacher 

vacancies and the number of full-time equivalent (FTE) teaching positions for SC school districts overall and 

by subject area at the start of the 2020-21 school year. The CERRA data included subject area vacancies 

and regions of the state where districts are located. Additional district demographic information were 

obtained from the ERate data on student eligibility for free or reduced-price meals from the SCDE’s website 

(https://ed.sc.gov/districts-schools/nutrition/meal-programs/national-school-lunch-program/e-rate-free-

and-reduced-meal-eligibility-data/). This file includes urban/rural classification, percentage of students 

designated as pupils in poverty (PIP), and number of students enrolled for SC schools and school districts. 

The most current data available at the time of this report was the 2019-20 school year.
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District-level student achievement results from SC School Report Card data were obtained from the 

SCDE’s website (https://screportcards.ed.sc.gov/). The 2018-19 school year was the most recent year with 

available student assessment data as assessments were not administered in 2019-20 due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. The district-level assessment results include two assessment programs in two subject areas 

that are used for state and federal accountability reporting. The elementary/middle school results use 

the SC READY assessment for English/language arts (ELA) and mathematics, and the high school results 

use the End of Course assessments for English 1 and Algebra 1 courses. The SC READY assessments are 

administered to students in grades 3-8. The End of Course assessments are administered to students 

when they complete the associated courses.

+ DATA ANALYSIS

A total of 80 school districts were included in the analysis. Two school districts that serve incarcerated 

youth and young adults were excluded from the analysis. An additional district was excluded because of 

missing survey data. For each subject area, the percentage of vacant positions was computed among all 

vacant positions in the state (total of 683.9) and the percentage of FTE positions was computed among 

all FTE positions in the state (total of 55,571.96). Further, descriptive statistics were computed for the 

percentage of vacant positions relative to the number of FTE teaching positions in the district by subject 

area and by various demographics.

Demographics considered include factors known to contribute to the teacher shortage, urban/rural 

classification from the ERate data, and region of the state from the CERRA data. Quartiles for district 

percentage of PIP were computed, and the districts were divided into four poverty levels according to 

these quartiles. District size was initially categorized according to National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES) classifications based on number of students enrolled and ranging from 1-299 students to 25,000+ 

students. After examining the distribution of SC school districts by size, the NCES categories were 

collapsed for an overall classification of large (24 districts with 10,000+ students), medium (33 districts with 

2,500-9,999 students), and small (23 districts with fewer than 2,500 students) districts.

To examine the relationship between teacher vacancy rates and student achievement, a correlation 

analysis was conducted between district-level achievement measures and teacher vacancy rate. The 

achievement measures include the percentage of students who met or exceeded standards on the SC 

READY ELA and mathematics assessments and the percentage of students who earned a score of A, B, 

or C on the End of Course English 1 and Algebra 1 assessments. Spearman’s rho correlation based on 

ranks was used to measure the monotonic association between each achievement measure and teacher 

vacancy rate. Spearman’s rho was selected because it is not sensitive to skewed data or outliers.

In South Carolina, the highest vacancies are in special education, early childhood 

education/elementary, and mathematics.
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+ RESULTS

Table 1, Table 2, and Figure 1 present information on vacant teaching positions in SC at the start of the 

2020-21 school year by subject area across all school districts. Table 3 and Figure 2 present information on 

the distribution of teacher vacancy rates overall and by key district demographics. Table 4, Figure 3, and 

Figure 4 display results from the correlation analysis examining the relationship between teacher vacancy 

rate and student achievement.

Overall

Considering all vacancies in the state from Table 1, the subject areas with the largest percentages include 

special education (17.6% of all vacancies), early childhood education/elementary (13.6% of all vacancies), 

and mathematics (11.1% of all vacancies). These subject areas collectively represent about half of all 

teaching positions in the state with approximately a third of all FTE positions in early childhood education/

elementary. Examining data from Table 2 and Figure 1, subject area vacancy rates ranged from 0% to 3.7% 

with a median of 1.5%. The subject areas with the highest vacancy rates include speech language (3.7%), 

art (2.9%), and world languages (2.6%). Additional subject areas with vacancy rates greater than 2% include 

psychologist, librarian, special education, and literacy.

Statewide, 1.2% of all teaching positions were vacant at the start of the 2020-21 school year. The overall 

distribution of vacancy rates for school districts was right skewed with two districts that had relatively high 

vacancy rates. Thus, when examining descriptive statistics, the median provides a more representative 

measure of central tendency than the mean. District vacancy rates ranged from a low of 0% (for 17 districts) 

to a high of 19.2% with a median of 0.9%. Fifty percent of all SC school districts had teacher vacancy rates 

between 0.2% (Q1) and 2.6% (Q3).
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Figure 1. Percentage of Vacant FTE Teaching Positions by Subject Area in 2020-21 for SC School Districts
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Key Demographics

Considering district data by key demographics, factors associated with more variation in teacher vacancy 

rates for districts include rural location, high concentration of PIP, and relatively small size. These factors 

often comingled with smaller districts and districts with the most PIP also located in rural areas of the state. 

Districts in the highest poverty quartile for percentage of PIP had a median teacher vacancy rate of 3.6%, 

which is the highest median among all demographic subgroups considered.

Examining regions of the state, districts in the Upstate had the lowest median teacher vacancy rate 

of 0.1% with the least variation among all regions. The Savannah River and the Midlands regions had 

similar median teacher vacancy rates of about 0.9% with districts in the Savannah River region having 

considerably more variability in vacancy rates than those in the Midlands. The highest median and variation 

among teacher vacancy rates was for districts in the Lowcountry (median of 2.1%) and Pee Dee (median 

of 2.5%) regions of the state. Each of these regions included districts with one of the two largest vacancy 

rates in the state (19.2% for one Lowcountry district and 16.5% for one Pee Dee district). Both regions 

include coastal areas of SC. Two charter school districts included schools across the state (Statewide as 

region), one with a teacher vacancy rate of 0.6% and the other of 3.0%.
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Note. Statewide districts were not included in the region plot due to small sample size.

Relationship with Student Achievement

From Figures 3 and 4, a curvilinear pattern is evident for the relationship between teacher vacancy rate 

and each achievement measure/subject area. Districts with higher teacher vacancy rates tend to have 

lower student achievement results for both SC READY and End of Course assessments. The values of 

Spearman’s rho in Table 4 quantify these associations. The correlations range from –.45 to –.55, which are 

in the moderate range. Correlations are slightly higher for End of Course assessments at the high school 

level than for the SC READY assessments at the elementary/middle school level. All correlations di�er from 

zero with statistical significance at the .05 level.
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Figure 3. Scatter Plots and Histograms from the Correlation Analysis of District Teacher Vacancy Rate 

and Student Achievement on SC READY Assessments in ELA and Mathematics

Figure 4. Scatter Plots and Histograms from the Correlation Analysis of District Teacher Vacancy Rate 

and Student Achievement on End of Course Assessments for English 1 and Algebra 1
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+ DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

South Carolina teacher vacancies by subject area generally mirror the rest of the United States, with a 

few di�erences in the highest subject areas. Specifically, the highest vacancies nationally are in special 

education, mathematics, and science. In South Carolina, the highest vacancies are in special education, 

early childhood education/elementary, and mathematics. Nationwide, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(2020) reported 443, 700 special education teachers in 2019 among a total of 3.3 million public school 

teachers, representing 13.4% of the teacher workforce. In South Carolina, Special Education teachers 

represent 10.33% of the teacher workforce, yet 17.6% of all vacancies reside in special education– a 

significant over representation. Conversely, the high percentage of vacancies in early childhood education/

elementary (13.6%) is a reflection of the higher total early childhood education/elementary FTEs (31.91% of 

all teaching positions).

Teacher vacancies in South Carolina are consistent with national data indicating greater teacher shortages 

in rural areas. There were also significant di�erences in vacancies across South Carolina regions, lowest in 

the Upstate, and highest in the Lowcountry and Pee Dee regions. Previously, we have shown that teacher 

retention was not significantly di�erent in rural schools in South Carolina (Fan et al., 2020). As such, the 

vacancies in rural districts can be considered to be persistent issues of teacher recruitment exacerbated by 

issues of widespread issues of retention.

Generally, higher poverty districts struggle to attract and retain teachers. Analyzed at the district level, 

vacancy rates among the three lowest quartiles of poverty were fairly uniform, with much higher vacancy 

rates among the highest poverty districts. As such, the infusion of resources to address teacher shortages 

among higher poverty districts should specifically target those within the highest poverty quartile. It should 

also be noted that poverty is not uniform within districts; thus, analyzing district level data might mask 

school and community di�erences within districts. Future data collection and analyses should, ideally, 

include school level data so within-district di�erences can be explored.

The teacher induction period, defined as years one through three in the classroom, represents a crucial 

time of development for teachers. Research on new teacher e�ectiveness has indicated that the student 

achievement scores of beginning teachers fall below mean values during their first years of instruction 

before rising in years three through five (Henry et al., 2013). As such, retaining early career teachers not 

only eliminates turnover and the costs associated with replacing teachers but also results in higher student 

achievement. It is unsurprising then that there is a significant correlation between vacancy rate and student 

achievement in South Carolina. Closing achievement gaps necessitates a strong, stable teacher workforce 

aided by policies and practices that stabilize shortcomings in key areas identified here and elsewhere.
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South Carolina’s ability to attract and retain a strong teacher workforce is predicated on a number of 

interrelated factors and policy decisions. Almost universally, teacher shortages exist due to high rates 

of early departures. Given the non-uniformity of South Carolina’s teacher shortage, both in certification 

area and geographic region, resources currently allocated to teacher recruitment and retention should 

specifically target areas in which the teacher shortage is most acute. Strong, research-based teacher 

induction experiences, di�erentiated salary schedules, and targeted recruitment e�orts are among the 

strategies known to address vacancies and should be leveraged among the most hard-to-sta� contexts. 

Hiring bonuses, while attractive, do little to help retain teachers; however, di�erentiated pay schedules 

for the highest poverty quartile districts, as well as special education, science, and mathematics fields, 

provides sustained increased compensation shown to keep teachers in their current assignments. Using 

data from the South Carolina Department of Education, Fan et al. (2020) demonstrates a variety of school-

level factors that impact teacher retention. Further exploration of these factors in relation to recruitment 

and retention resources is necessary to fully address the variety of impacts on teacher retention, and thus 

teacher vacancies in South Carolina.
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ABOUT SC TEACHER

SC TEACHER provides comprehensive research, visualized data profiles, and compelling stories to communicate 

impact of educator pipeline policies and promote transformative practices that inform policymakers, educators,  

and communities who care about education scaling economic opportunity.


