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Public school advocacy organizations and their allies 
contend that North Carolina is no longer a desirable des-
tination for teachers. They claim that Republican policies, 
both those related to public education and otherwise, have 
sullied our state’s reputation in the eyes of the nation’s 
educators. Nevertheless, data show that North Carolina 
continues to welcome many more out-of-state teachers 
than it loses to other states. Even so, lawmakers should 
consider additional policies that make it easier to ensure 
that North Carolina public schools can recruit and retain 
the best teachers in the nation.

Cross-state mobility of teachers

According to North Carolina Department of Public 
Instruction (DPI) data, the number of out-of-state teach-
ers awarded their initial North Carolina teaching license 
and employed in a public school continues to outnumber 
North Carolina teachers who resigned to teach in another 
state. In fact, North Carolina has licensed more out-of-
state teachers than it has lost every year since 2009-10. 
(See Table 1).

During the 2015-16 school year, North Carolina 
licensed (via interstate reciprocity agreements) and sub-
sequently employed 1,556 out-of-state teachers.1,2,3 At the 
same time, 828 public school teachers resigned to teach in 
other states. All told, the state imported 728 more teach-
ers than it exported last year.

This follows several years of licensing more out-of-
state teachers than losing them to other states. Between 
2010 and 2016, 11,936 out-of-state teachers received 
North Carolina teaching licenses and were employed 
as classroom teachers in North Carolina public schools 
the following school year. During the same period, 4,050 
teachers left North Carolina to teach in another state. 
The net gain for the state was nearly 8,000 teachers.

It is not obvious why the number of out-of-state teach-
ers initially licensed and employed in North Carolina 
dropped for the third straight year. Moreover, as cur-
rently designed, the state survey on teacher attrition does 
not indicate why the number of teachers leaving to teach 
in other states decreased slightly after four consecutive 

NORTH CAROLINA: A DESTINATION 
FOR TEACHERS
North Carolina Welcomes Many More Out-Of-State 
Teachers Than It Loses

School year 
issued

Licenses granted to 
out-of-state teachers 

(employed the next year) 

Teachers who 
resigned to teach in 

another state 
Difference

2015-2016 1,556 828 728
2014-2015 1,880 1,028 852
2013-2014 1,985 734 1,251
2012-2013 2,177 455 1,722
2011-2012 1,783 341 1,442
2010-2011 1,375 312 1,063
2009-2010 1,180 352 828
Total 11,936 4,050 7,886

Outgoing and Incoming Teachers 
2009-2016

Table 1. Outgoing and Incoming 
Teachers By School Year

11,936
Total licenses granted to out-of-state teachers

4,050
Teachers who resigned to teach in another state
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years of increases. There are a multitude of reasons why 
a teacher may decide to relocate to another state, and re-
searchers have only begun to identify the combination of 
factors that play the biggest roles in those decisions (See 
Table 2).4

In their study of teacher mobility between Oregon and 
Washington, for example, Dan Goldhaber  and his col-
leagues pointed out, “Cross-state mobility is likely to vary 
over time due to factors that influence the number of teach-
ers being hired (such as population trends and state budget 
issues), and changes to state policies that affect the cost of 
cross-state mobility (e.g., pension policies).”5 In North Car-
olina, the teacher labor market and personnel policies are 
important, albeit incomplete, parts of the story.

Factors that influence the number of teachers being 
hired, that is, the intrastate circumstances that govern 
the interstate teacher job market, likely increased the 
number of out-of-state teachers entering the North Caro-
lina workforce during the Great Recession. For example, 
much of the increase between the 2009-10 and 2012-13 
school years may have been due to both intra- and in-
terstate population shifts and state budgetary conditions.

Theoretically, unemployed teachers in one state may 
have been more willing to accept a teaching position in 
states, such as North Carolina, where vacancies were 
comparatively more plentiful due to population increases 
and sound budgeting. As economic conditions improved 
further and revenues to local and state tax revenues re-
bounded, teachers may have been more likely to find 
satisfactory opportunities within their home state. Re-
gardless, the number of North Carolina licenses granted 
to out-of-state teachers appears to be returning to pre-re-
cession levels.

Among state policies that affect the cost of cross-state 
mobility, however, three education policy areas — licen-
sure procedures, seniority rules, and pension structures 
— appear to have notable effects on cross-state mobility 
decisions.6

It has been widely acknowledged that teacher licen-
sure rules play a major role in educators’ decision to teach 
in another state.7 All states maintain certain baseline rules 
and regulations for licensure that are consistent with fed-
eral requirements. But state legislatures and governing 
boards may add formal requirements on out-of-state 
teacher candidates, mostly in the form of additional licen-
sure exams or differential passing scores on those exams.8 
North Carolina is one of those states.

In fact, North Carolina does not have 100 percent li-
censure reciprocity with any other state, meaning that 
obtaining a license in another state does not automatically 
grant full licensure in North Carolina.9  The prospect of 
fulfilling those requirements may be enough of a deter-
rent to out-of-state teachers considering relocating to 
North Carolina, particularly if they are entertaining 
offers from districts in multiple states. That said, the Na-
tional Council on Teacher Quality commends North 
Carolina for not specifying any additional coursework re-
quirements to determine eligibility for either traditional 
or alternate route teachers.”10

Seniority rules are less of a concern in North Caro-
lina, in part, because teachers are not subject to collective 
bargaining agreements that require the use of seniority to 
determine layoff or transfer decisions. State law currently 
requires school districts to consider structural consider-
ations (duplicative, inefficient, and unnecessary functions) 
and organizational considerations (needs of the local 

Table 2. Selected Factors That Influence Cross-State Mobility
OCCUPATIONAL

JOB AVAILABILITY 
LICENSURE REQUIREMENTS

SALARY
BENEFITS

SENIORITY RULES
TENURE

PENSION PORTABILITY
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION AND TRAINING
UNIONIZATION

ALTERNATIVE LICENSURE PROGRAMS
ADVANCEMENT OPPORTUNITIES

PERSONAL
PARTNER/SPOUSE OCCUPATION

EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES FOR CHILDREN
COST OF LIVING

STATE AND LOCAL LAWS AND POLICIES
STATE AND LOCAL TAXES

STATE AND LOCAL ECONOMIC CONDITIONS/OUTLOOK
FAMILIAL TIES 

QUALITY OF LIFE
CLIMATE

RECREATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES
PHYSICAL SETTING
EMOTIVE QUALITIES
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Empirical studies alone cannot capture 
the various personal and professional 
reasons why teachers decide to leave or 
relocate to North Carolina. 

school administrative unit and program or school enroll-
ment) when required to reduce the teacher workforce.11 
Overall, there is little about North Carolina’s seniority 
rules that would deter a teacher from crossing state lines 
to enter the state’s teacher workforce.

The same cannot be said of pension portability. In 
a report published by the National Council on Teacher 
Quality and EducationCounsel, North Carolina’s pension 
system received low marks for transparency and flexibility 
in the state retirement system.12 Only seven states — 
Alaska, Florida, Ohio, Michigan, South Carolina, South 
Dakota, and Utah — have portable pension options. 
Teachers may be more willing to move to states where 
pensions are portable and flexible, although researchers 
have yet to quantify the degree to which pensions play a 
role in those decisions.

Recommendations

Empirical studies alone cannot capture the various 
personal and professional reasons why teachers decide to 
leave or relocate to North Carolina. And no two teachers 
will base their decisions on identical criteria because no 
two individuals have the same experiences, values, pref-
erences, and goals. If they did, teacher recruitment and 
retention would be a cinch.

As such, lawmakers have the formidable task of creat-
ing and maintaining conditions that make teaching and 
living in North Carolina as broadly appealing as possible. 
That is why the North Carolina General Assembly should 
initiate a multi-year effort to lower tax and regulatory bur-
dens and implement recruitment and retention strategies, 
including the following:

1.	 Establish a scholarship program to 
incentivize outstanding college students 
to pursue a career in special education 
or science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM) education. There is  

a nationwide demand for qualified 
candidates to fill teaching positions in those 
areas. A deficit of teachers in high-demand 
disciplines — specifically math, science, and 
special education — is not something that 
our state could afford.13

2.	 Offer a sizable salary supplement, alternative 
salary schedule, or bonus payment to special 
education and STEM teachers, as well 
as those who demonstrate excellence in 
classroom instruction, community service, 
and scholarship.

3.	 Create opportunities for outstanding 
teachers to assume new and expanded 
leadership roles in their schools and 
districts.

4.	 Add and strengthen programs that expedite 
the licensure of out-of-state teachers 
and professionals who do not possess an 
education degree but wish to enter the 
teaching profession.

5.	 Offer portable pension options, such as 
a defined contribution plan or a defined 
benefit plan with portability features, e.g., a 
cash balance plan.

6.	 Use Teacher Working Conditions Survey 
data to inform improvements in working 
conditions.

Obviously, neither the state government nor school 
districts can compel public school teachers to remain in 
North Carolina. In cases where the teacher has not lived 
up to his or her expectations, we would not want them to. 
Yet, if North Carolina is losing a multitude of good teach-
ers to other states, then we should carefully reexamine our 
teacher retention efforts and implement policies and prac-
tices that make teaching in North Carolina as satisfying 
and rewarding as possible. The changes outlined above 
are appropriate places to start.
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must earn a minimum score on the Praxis II tests.  Elementary 
education and exceptional children teachers must earn a passing 
score on the Pearson Testing for North Carolina: Foundations 
of Reading and General Curriculum test.  Teachers who are 
fully licensed in another state, have three or more years of 
teaching experience, and either meet approved licensure exam 
requirements or have National Board Certification receive a 
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