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A Vision Beyond 2020 for South Carolina’s Schools 

Over the past eight months, South Carolina’s students have faced unprecedented 

educational challenges and hardships related to the impact of COVID-19 on our state. 
However, in most cases, the adversities and obstacles students are experiencing during 

the pandemic are not new. Instead, COVID-19 has illuminated, in stark relief, inequities 

and shortcomings in a public education system that has been underfunded and 

overburdened by ineffective policies for decades. In the past, these shortcomings have 

often been masked by the talent and dedication of South Carolina’s professional 

educators, but in the midst of a pandemic, not even our dedicated educators could fully 

surmount all the challenges faced by our students. 

 

In 2021, as our state hopefully moves closer to a post-COVID world, we must be careful 

to avoid the temptation to return to the “old normal” in South Carolina’s schools. Our 
state should not focus on returning to the system that was destabilized in 2020; instead, 

our state’s efforts should be marshalled to advance a reformed educational system that 

meets the needs of all of South Carolina’s students in 2021 and beyond. 

 

With over 15,000 members, PSTA is the largest organization of professional educators in 
South Carolina. As a result, this legislative agenda represents the collective voice and 

insights of the foremost experts on what works in classrooms- our state’s teachers and 

educational professionals. While we know the continued financial impact of the 

pandemic will make attaining all of these goals unlikely in the coming fiscal year, we 

believe these recommendations provide a long-term vision for education that centers 

on the needs of students through creation of policies that support and elevate 

educators. While passage of each element of this agenda would have important benefits 

for our students, our members identified the following as most pressing: 

• Improving teacher recruitment and retention through improved pay and benefits 

• Providing students with greater interventions and support in early literacy 

• Providing teachers with protected planning and work time during the school day 

• Reducing and enforcing state regulations for class size caps and max student loads 

• Reduction of standardized testing 
 

PSTA looks forward to working with state and local leaders during the coming year to 

enact these measures as part of a comprehensive effort to make this the year South 

Carolina achieves the level of equity and excellence in education that every student in our 
state deserves. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
Kathy Maness     Patrick Kelly 

Executive Director     Director of Governmental Affairs

http://www.palmettoteachers.org/
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The Palmetto State Teachers Association’s 2021 Legislative Agenda outlines our priorities for the legislative session.  

 

1. Addressing South Carolina’s Teacher Shortage Crisis 
Over the past decade, our state has experienced a growing shortage in the teaching workforce that has become a crisis. 

According to data from the Center for Educator Recruitment, Retention, and Advancement, over the past five years, 

the number of teachers leaving South Carolina’s classrooms has averaged 6,505 annually while our state’s collegiate 

educator preparation programs have only graduated 2,221 future teachers per year.1 This misalignment of educator 

supply and demand has resulted in far too many South Carolina classrooms without access to a qualified teacher. In 

the 2018-2019 school year alone, South Carolina schools started the year with 555 unfilled teaching vacancies. A body 

of research demonstrates that access to a high-quality teacher is the number one in-school influence on student 

achievement2, which means far too many South Carolina students are being denied the opportunity to reach their full 

potential due to our state’s inability to recruit and retain a strong teaching workforce. To address this situation, PSTA 

believes the General Assembly must pass legislation addressing the following areas. 

 

Compensation 

In September, the General Assembly adjourned without funding the step increases for teachers that are part of the 

salary schedule established by law. As a first order of business for the new session, PSTA calls on the General 

Assembly to fulfill their promise to teachers by passing supplemental legislation to retroactively fund step increases 

for the 2020-2021 school year. 

 

PSTA believes educators are professionals and should be duly compensated. To ensure our state can recruit and retain 

excellent teachers, PSTA calls on the General Assembly to take several steps to fundamentally overhaul the 

teacher pay schedule in South Carolina. 

 

First, the General Assembly should raise the starting teacher salary in South Carolina to $40,000. Currently, a 

first-year teacher cannot make less than $35,000 per year on the state salary schedule. However, this pay falls 

drastically short of the rate of pay comparative to the pay of other professions and what teachers earn in other states. 

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the median wage in 2017 for all professions, regardless of education level 

or credentialing, was $37,690.3 For individuals with a Bachelor’s degree, which is required of all teachers in South 

Carolina, the median annual salary was $72,830, a level of pay that is unattainable for a teacher with a Bachelor’s 

level of certification and 30 years of experience working in any district in South Carolina. To attract the best teaching 

talent to our state, we must make teacher salaries more competitive in the wider job market. According to CERRA, 

36% of the teachers that left South Carolina schools in 2018-2019 had less than 5 years of experience, and based on 

what PSTA hears from new teachers, the low starting salary factors heavily in decisions to leave the profession. To 

recruit and retain the best teachers, our state must raise the base starting salary to $40,000. 

 

Next, the General Assembly should increase teacher salaries during this session by at least 8% at every step of 

the state teacher salary schedule. Adjusting minimum teacher pay to $40,000 would result in a more than 8% 

increase for early career teachers in some districts, but teachers that are already beyond those initial salary steps should 

receive an 8% raise. This increase is necessary to close the gap between the average South Carolina teaching salary 

 
1 https://www.cerra.org/uploads/1/7/6/8/17684955/5-year_sd_data_19-20revised.pdf  
2 https://www.rand.org/education-and-labor/projects/measuring-teacher-effectiveness/teachers-matter.html  
3 https://www.bls.gov/careeroutlook/2019/article/high-wage-occupations.htm  
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and the national average salary, as reported by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). Currently, 

according to RFA projections, the average teacher salary in the southeast is $52,830.4 However, according to data 

from NCES, South Carolina’s average teacher salary of $50,395 ranks below the Southeastern average and is only 9th 

out of 13 states in the Southeast.5 One of the three states with lower average pay- Florida- is likely to pass South 

Carolina after their legislature dedicated $500 million to teacher pay increases in the last legislative session. Even 

more significantly, South Carolina trails the average salaries in neighboring Georgia ($57,137) and North Carolina 

($53,975). Additionally, NCES reports that, after accounting for inflation, average teacher salary in South Carolina 

has actually declined by 6.6% since 2000. We understand the financial responsibility for the state associated with a 

request for an 8% raise; however, our teacher shortage crisis is currently costing the state millions of dollars a year 

through costs associated with the annual recruitment and onboarding of thousands of new teachers. Based on 

projections by the Learning Policy Institute, the replacement of 6,650 teachers at the end of the 2018-2019 school year 

would have cost the state nearly $140 million.6 As a result, the costs associated with an increase in teacher pay would 

be partially offset by savings due to reduced costs from recruiting and onboarding of new teachers. In addition, while 

the higher average pay in surrounding states puts South Carolina at a competitive disadvantage in recruiting the best 

teaching talent, an 8% increase would boost South Carolina’s average salary above the Southeastern average, trailing 

only Georgia in our region.  

 

Finally, the General Assembly should increase the number of steps on the state minimum salary schedule to 28 

by annually funding an additional step for the five years beyond the existing 23rd step.  

 

Building our State’s Teacher Supply 

As public education in South Carolina moves forward, it is imperative that teaching is an attractive career for our 

students. Given the highly competitive job market for teachers nationally, our state will be best served by developing 

a strong homegrown teacher supply. To this end, PSTA supports amending Section 59-149-15: Additional LIFE 

Scholarship Stipend (lottery enhancement) to include students pursing a degree in education. Currently, students 

majoring in mathematics or science receive this enhancement. Education should be added to this list. Similarly, Section 

59-104-25 should be amended to include education as a major eligible for the Palmetto Fellows enhancement. 

 

Additionally, the General Assembly should increase funding for scholarships for qualifying students to go into 

education in programs such as Teaching Fellows and Call Me MISTER. These programs have a demonstrated 

track record of success. For example, CERRA reports that 78% of the Teaching Fellows from the 2000-2015 cohorts  

successfully earned their degree and completed the Fellows program. Of these graduates 71% were currently teaching, 

with Fellows working in 70 of our state’s 79 school districts7. The Call Me MISTER program, which originated at 

Clemson, has become a national model for effective efforts to increase the diversity of the teaching workforce. PSTA 

also supports establishment of needs-based scholarships and loan forgiveness for students wanting to pursue public 

education as a career.   

 

The General Assembly should also increase funding to the Center for Educator Recruitment, Retention and 

Advancement in order to expand our state’s ProTeam and Teacher Cadet programs. These programs are national 

models for introducing students to the teaching profession. Last year alone, over 3,000 South Carolina high school 

students participated in Teacher Cadets, earning college credit while learning about teaching and serving as mentors 

and co-teachers in our state’s elementary and middle schools. However, for the 2020-2021 school year, 12 schools in 

South Carolina were forced to drop their Teacher Cadet programs due to insufficient staffing, and there are 18 fewer 

ProTeam classes (a 21% decline) across the state. These dropped classes mean hundreds of students will miss the 

opportunity to learn about the teaching profession this year through programs that have a demonstrated track record 

of success as a “grow your own” model of recruitment. 

 

South Carolina should also pursue the creation of Teacher Residency programs for pre-service teachers. These 

programs augment the traditional student teaching experience by allowing pre-service teachers to work full-time in a 

school for a year with pay prior to becoming the full-time teacher of record in a classroom. As a Teaching Resident, 

a pre-service teacher works collaboratively as a co-teacher with a trained master teacher, gradually taking on increased 

 
4 https://expectmoresc.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/EIA-2019-20-Reports-2021-22-Requests-Binder.reducedsize.pdf  
5 https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d19/tables/dt19_211.60.asp  
6 https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/the-cost-of-teacher-turnover  
7 https://www.cerra.org/uploads/1/7/6/8/17684955/2019-20_cerra_annual_report.pdf  
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responsibilities as the year progresses. Research has shown that robust teacher residency programs are effective tools 

for both recruitment and retention of new teachers. In addition, research across multiple states demonstrate that student 

achievement is higher in the classroom of a teacher residency participant than in the classroom of a traditional first-

year teacher.8 

 

Finally, the state should fund the costs of initial teacher certification, including reimbursement for the cost of 

certification exams taken and passed by an individual hired by a South Carolina school district. 

 

Creating Career Pathways for Teachers 

Currently, teachers in South Carolina have few, if any, real opportunities for career advancement and increased 

leadership opportunities unless they choose to leave the classroom. As a result, every year, our state loses great 

teachers from the classroom due to their pursuit of new career opportunities, often within the field of education. The 

General Assembly should task the South Carolina Department of Education with developing meaningful career 

pathways that allow teachers to continue instruction of students. The SCDE has made some moves in this direction 

in recent years through their Collective Leadership Initiative pilot, but this type of work needs to be expanded and 

made available to teachers across the state. Career pathways for teachers should offer opportunities for greater 

leadership as well as increased compensation. Such pathways have been established in systems such as DC Public 

Schools9, New York City Department of Education10, and in the state of Iowa. For example, the Iowa Teacher 

Leadership and Compensation System provided districts with an additional $326.50 per pupil in 2018-2019 to 

implement teacher leadership pathways. Since the plan was implemented in 2014, the state has experienced increases 

in student achievement, and districts have reported improvement in the areas of teacher recruitment and retention.11 

The development of a similar program should be a top priority in South Carolina, and SCDE should ensure program 

development includes active participation and input from classroom teachers representing diverse grade levels, subject 

areas, and schools from across the state. 

 

Providing Retention Incentives for Teachers 

Funding salary supplements for National Board Certified teachers (NBCTs) will increase the number of highly 

qualified teachers in our state who choose to stay in the classroom. According to a 2018 CERRA report12, the turnover 

rate for NBCTs in South Carolina was significantly lower than the rate for all teachers.  

 

In addition, to address the shortage of teachers in critical need subject and geographic areas, the legislature should 

expand resources and fund initiatives to attract individuals to these areas through policies such as mileage 

compensation, student loan forgiveness, and housing assistance. This approach could also include tax incentives for 

developers to provide more affordable housing for teachers. In return for tax or other incentives, developers could be 

required to carve out a percentage of new houses or apartments that are available to early career teachers at a reduced 

cost. 

 

Another way our state can retain teachers is through financial support for teachers with children. For example, the 

General Assembly should consider providing a collegiate fee discount program for children of full-time certified 

teachers. The fee discount program would provide at least a 25% discount on enrollment fees for undergraduate 

courses. Currently, the state of Tennessee provides this fee discount for children of teachers and other state 

employees.13      

 

Establish and Expand the Rural Recruitment Initiative Program 

In FY16, the General Assembly passed a Proviso to create the Rural Recruitment Initiative program. The program has 

continued to operate through Proviso (FY20 Proviso 1A.54); in this session, the General Assembly should establish 

the program through statute in order to give eligible districts greater certainty for long-term planning. In addition, the 

General Assembly should increase the amount of funding available to eligible districts. In FY19, 36 districts were 

 
8 https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Teacher_Residency_Innovative_Model_Preparing_Teachers_REPORT.pdf  
9 https://dcps.dc.gov/page/leadership-initiative-teachers-lift  
10 https://www.nctq.org/dmsView/NCTQ_Databurst_Teacher_Leadership_Opportunities  
11  https://educateiowa.gov/sites/files/ed/documents/2018-19_TLC_Statewide_End_of_Year_Report_Summary_10-24-2019.pdf  
12 https://www.cerra.org/uploads/1/7/6/8/17684955/nbct_retention_paper_spring_2020.pdf  
13 https://www.tn.gov/thec/bureaus/legal-and-external-affairs/redirect-legal-and-external-affairs/fee-waiver-and-fee-discount-

programs.html#:~:text=Fee%20Discount%3A%20The%20child%20of,are%20included%20in%20the%20discount.  
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eligible for funding, and 23 of these districts reported lower teacher turnover, with 17 districts reporting fewer teacher 

vacancies at the start of the 2019-2020 school year.14 The expansion of the Rural Recruitment program will enable 

rural districts to expand their ability to provide successful recruitment and retention initiatives, including salary 

stipends for teachers in critical needs subjects, mileage reimbursement for teachers traveling over 60 miles round trip 

for work, and the purchase of housing to be rented to teachers.   

 

Evaluation 

PSTA believes the purpose of evaluations should be to promote educator growth, and evaluations should be reliable, 

valid, and implemented with consistency statewide. We support reducing the paperwork burden associated with the 

current evaluation system, for both teachers and administrators. The current data management system, SCLead.org, 

needs to be reconfigured to be more user friendly. We welcome the opportunity to work with other stakeholders to 

further develop an evaluation process that we feel will be beneficial to South Carolina students and educators.  

 

Class Size and Student Load Caps 

Currently, state regulations establish an allowable ratio of 30:1 for grades K-3 and as high as 35:1 in grades 4-5.15 

Furthermore, state regulations note that no class may exceed 35 students in middle school (except in the arts and PE). 

In spite of these regulations, these class sizes are being exceeded in districts across the state. However, research shows 

that maintaining smaller class size ratios in schools can lead to improved student achievement, especially in younger 

grades.16 As a result, the General Assembly should task SCDE and the State Board of Education with reducing the 

maximum allowable number of students in a single class in order to establish age-appropriate student-teacher ratios. 

In addition, SCDE and the State Board should take steps to ensure district-level compliance with state regulations on 

class sizes, including implementation of penalties for non-compliance by school or district level administrators. 

 

In related fashion, the state must re-evaluate the maximum daily teaching load for all teachers. Currently, “teachers of 

academic classes” at the secondary level cannot teach more than 150 students per day. Again, this maximum load is 

excessive and is being exceeded in parts of the state. This limit should be lowered and enforced as excessive student 

load numbers can be a contributing factor to teacher burnout and exit from the profession.  

 

The State Board of Education should also move into regulation the recommendation from the AccelerateED task force 

that “districts should avoid any scheduling scenario where the burden falls on a classroom teacher to simultaneously 

create and implement traditional and distance instruction for students during the same day.”17 Across the state, 

teachers are being asked to simultaneously teach students in-person and virtually without additional assistance or 

resources. While the use of this practice will likely decrease as the threat from COVID-19 declines, the state should 

take regulatory action to prohibit the practice of requiring teachers to lead simultaneous live instruction via two 

different instructional models. 

 

The new limits should also establish a maximum daily load for teachers delivering instruction in virtual environments. 

Currently, existing limits do not apply to these instructional models. 

 

Protected Time 

PSTA supports giving teachers more time to manage non-instructional tasks. This can be done in the form of weekly 

uninterrupted and protected planning time, unencumbered lunch times, and protected teacher workdays in school 

calendars where teachers can work in their classrooms without interruption. Of the ten non-instructional days in 

teacher contracts, no less than seven should be protected for teacher-directed work and development. Policies to ensure 

unencumbered planning and work time for teachers should also include penalties for non-compliance with these 

policies by school or district level administrators. 

 

 

 

 
14 https://www.cerra.org/uploads/1/7/6/8/17684955/2019-20_cerra_annual_report.pdf  
15 https://ed.sc.gov/state-board/state-board-of-education/additional-resources/regulations-table-of-contents/sbe-regulaiton-43-205-administrative-

and-professional-personnel-qualifications-duties-and-workloads/  
16 https://www.jstor.org/stable/2587015  
17 https://ed.sc.gov/newsroom/covid-19-coronavirus-and-south-carolina-schools/accelerateed-task-force/accelerateed-task-force-fall-

recommendation-final/  
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Increased Instructional Support Staff 

State funding to schools must be sufficient to support more instructional assistant positions (with more competitive 

compensation) to help teachers with the administrative tasks that consume time that could otherwise be directed toward 

efforts to plan quality instruction for students. This is especially needed in special education classrooms.  

 

Mentoring Support 

PSTA supports a certified, trained mentor for novice teachers for up to their first 3 years of teaching. Mentoring has 

proven to be an effective way to retain teachers. The General Assembly should appropriate funds to compensate 

trained mentors that work with novice educators. Some districts currently fund limited stipends, but this should 

become standard across the state (potentially as part of a career pathway ladder for teachers). The state should also 

limit the number of new teachers that can be assigned by a district to a mentor teacher. 

 

Reforming Professional Development and Certificate Renewal 

The way teachers engage in professional growth and development has changed drastically in recent years, but the 

matrix18 used to award credits for certificate renewal has not been adjusted to adequality reflect those changes. This 

misalignment is costing our state’s teachers in terms of finances and time. In addition, the way the matrix is 

implemented in districts often fails to award renewal credit to teachers engaged in job-embedded professional 

development opportunities. PSTA calls on SCDE to convene a task force of current classroom teachers and school-

level administrators to redesign the state’s renewal credit matrix. The task force should include representation of 

educators from diverse grade levels, subject areas, years of experience, and regions of the state. Additionally, the state 

should examine utilizing existing funding streams (including federal programs) to provide teachers with a direct 

amount of funding via a stipend to apply to professional development activities of their choice at least once per 

certificate renewal cycle. This type of personalization of professional growth for educators is currently a priority area 

for the U.S. Department of Education.19 

 

Paid Family Leave 

In South Carolina, females comprise over 80% of the teaching workforce.20 As a result, South Carolina’s teachers are 

too often faced with the challenge of deciding between the care of new additions to their own families and their 

students. In most districts, a teacher would have to store at least 6 full years of sick leave before they could afford to 

exercise their 12 weeks of maternity leave under FMLA without risking a loss of pay and benefits. This creates an 

unreasonable burden on the very teachers that are entrusted with the care of the students of South Carolina. PSTA 

calls on the General Assembly to immediately pass legislation similar to H.5137/S.0997 from the prior legislative 

session to provide South Carolina’s teachers with 12 weeks of paid family leave due to the birth, adoption, or foster 

care placement of a child. In addition, the legislation should provide for paid family leave for both parents if they are 

both state employees. This action would put state and district employees on equal footing with federal employees 

under the 2019 Federal Employee Paid Leave Act. 

 

Improving the State Health Plan 

While the General Assembly has worked in recent years to prevent increases in premiums for state employees on the 

State Health Plan, the amount and quality of health care provided through the plan has been diminished over this time 

period due to increasing deductibles and continued limited access to preventative health care. The General Assembly 

must work to ensure the State Health Plan has sufficient funding to maintain reasonable deductibles as well as the 

capacity to expand employee access to preventative health care like fully-covered annual physicals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
18 https://ed.sc.gov/educators/certification/certification-forms/forms/renewal-matrix/  
19 https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/secretary-devos-proposes-rethinking-teacher-professional-development-empowering-teachers-
customize-personalize-their-continued-learning  
20 https://ed.sc.gov/data/reports/scde-educator-profession-reports/scde-educator-profession-reports/sc-teachers-by-race-and-gender/2016-17-sc-

teachers-by-race-and-gender/  
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2. Strengthening and Reforming School Funding 
Education funding should not be dependent on sales tax revenue alone. The General Assembly needs to adopt a plan 

to restructure and stabilize education funding in our state.  

 

Full Funding of the Education Finance Act 

The General Assembly must establish education as the state’s top funding priority. The cost of providing a sound 

educational program for all of the state’s children should not be funded using nonrecurring money. Research has 

shown that higher per-pupil funding levels can be correlated to lifelong positive outcomes for students, especially 

those from lower-income households.21 PSTA supports an increase in the Base Student Cost to meet or exceed the 

level required by law. The education of 21st century students necessitates 21st century funding, but our state has failed 

to meet that goal for more than a decade. The current Base Student Cost is $2,489. Based on the EFA computation 

from the South Carolina Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office, the Base Student Cost for 2021-2022 should be $3,140. 

The Base Student Cost hasn’t been fully funded since 2008-2009, and the FY20 amount was still lower than the 

amount appropriated in 2008-2009.22 In addition, full funding of the Base Student Cost was a recommendation from 

the state’s AccelerateED task force.23 

 

Security of the EIA Penny for Innovation 

The Education Improvement Act should be thoroughly examined and updated. Money from the EIA funds should 

NOT be used to supplant funding intended to be paid from the General Fund. Currently, there are 23 pages of 

exemptions to the Sales and Use Tax Law in South Carolina.24 While many of these exemptions are for important 

government or public services, others include items such as amusement park rides, zoo animals, and the rental of 

portable toilets. To ensure that sales tax revenues adequately fund the EIA programs, the majority of the sales tax 

exemptions must be eliminated.  

 

Funding the Fringe Benefits Program 

Passing the costs of funding the fringe benefits program to individual school districts creates an unequal burden on 

the smaller, poorer districts and robs them of dollars that should be used to fund instruction. The legislature must 

appropriate funds to cover the costs of providing employee benefits.  

 

Full Funding of the Education Accountability Act 

The passage of the Education Accountability Act was a milestone in improving the education system in South 

Carolina. The General Assembly MUST fund the cost of the programs mandated by the EAA.  

 

Reform of Act 388 

Act 388 severely limits the financial capacity and stability of local school districts by diminishing the ability of districts 

to rely on property taxes to fund operational expenses. As a result, the General Assembly should work to repeal or 

reform Act 388. 

 

Revising the Education Funding Formula to Achieve Educational Equity 

Even though the Supreme Court dismissed the Abbeville court case, legislators should not dismiss their responsibility 

of providing students with the resources to receive a high-quality education. The geographic area in which children 

are born should not determine resources provided for educating them. The tax base of many South Carolina school 

districts does not provide adequate funds for a high-quality education. PSTA supports comprehensive tax reform in 

South Carolina in order to fund a high-quality education for all children regardless of where they live. 

 

Additionally, PSTA supports efforts to revise the state’s funding formula for education in order to provide greater 

emphasis on educational equity for the state’s rural and lower-income areas. Current funding formulas were created 

in the 1970s, making them woefully out-of-date for meeting the needs of education in the 21st century. Important steps 

toward reform were taken through the RFA report presented to the General Assembly in October 2019. PSTA calls 

on the General Assembly to return to this work in the coming legislative session. Any revision of state funding 

 
21 https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-abstract/131/1/157/2461148?redirectedFrom=fulltext  
22 http://rfa.sc.gov/files/EFA22_7-24-20.pdf  
23 https://ed.sc.gov/newsroom/covid-19-coronavirus-and-south-carolina-schools/accelerateed-task-force/accelerateed-task-force-fall-

recommendation-final/  
24 https://dor.sc.gov/resources-site/lawandpolicy/Documents/SandU_9.pdf  
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formulas should include provision of sufficient additional funding for English language learners, students with 

disabilities, and students from low-income families. Research indicates that equity-aligned funding formulas provide 

as much as 2 to 3 times as much funding for education of lower-income students and 2 to 2.5 times as much funding 

for the education of English language learners.25 

 

Additionally, any revision of the state funding formula must be coupled with efforts to enhance: 

• Efficiency- Research shows that greater school funding and effort is required to achieve desired student 

outcomes in areas with lower enrollment and population density. As a result, the state should continue to 

analyze the need for consolidation of smaller school districts. 

• Local Effort- Any statewide funding formula revision should be coupled with requirements for local districts 

to fully meet their contribution requirements under the new formula. This is another reason for the need to 

reform or eliminate Act 388. 

• Improved Student Data- Our state needs to enhance our capacity to accurately identify the number of students 

in specific subgroups, particularly those in lower-income households. Recent changes to federal eligibility 

criteria for free and reduced lunch status requires a re-examination of how we measure student poverty. 

• Accountability- Funding formula reform should require greater accountability measures for districts to ensure 

that increased funding is used for the intended purpose of weighting methodologies. For example, if districts 

receive 2 times as much funding for each lower-income student, then that increased funding must be used for 

activities directly aligned to improving educational outcomes for that student subgroup. 

• Transparency- ESSA’s requirement for disaggregation of per-pupil spending at the school and district level 

is an important tool for advancing equity, and our state must take steps to leverage this type of data to better 

align the allocation of scarce state resources to where they are needed most in our schools. 

 

Stabilizing Property Tax Revenues for Schools 

During FY19, South Carolina public schools lost $423 million in property tax revenues due to tax abatements provided 

to businesses. Some of the largest losses of revenue occurred in some of the highest poverty areas of the state, including 

six districts that lost more than $2,000 in per pupil revenues.26 As a result, PSTA calls on the General Assembly to 

pass legislation exempting school operations from business property tax abatements.  

 

3. Reducing Testing 
 

PSTA supports the reduction of testing and changing the types of tests given to our students. A culture of excessive 

testing increases stress on students and diminishes the capacity and time for teachers to deliver instruction that is 

responsive to student interests and needs. To reduce the amount of testing, the General Assembly should establish a 

maximum percentage of 3% of instructional time that can be used for state and district testing during a school 

year. In addition, the state should take actions including: 

• Reducing the number of tests that are not required by federal accountability measures 

• Re-evaluating the design of standardized tests used for federal accountability measures to shift toward 

greater use of portfolio or performance-based assessments that can address the full Profile of the South 

Carolina graduate 

• Eliminating the connection between standardized test scores and student grades in courses with a high school 

End of Course Examination 

All efforts to reform standardized testing in our state must be done with careful and continuous input from current 

classroom teachers. 

 

4. School Accountability 
 

With the passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act in 2015, Congress afforded states with the opportunity to rethink 

educational accountability in order to better meet the needs of students. However, in adopting our current 

accountability system, South Carolina failed to take full advantage of the flexibilities afforded by ESSA, opting instead 

to maintain an accountability system that places excessive reliance on one-time, high stakes standardized tests.  PSTA 

 
25 https://edtrust.org/resource/5-things-to-advance-equity-in-state-funding-systems/  
26 https://goodjobsfirst.org/sites/default/files/docs/pdfs/Revenue%20Impact%20on%20SC%20Schools.pdf  
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calls on the General Assembly and State Board of Education to revise our state accountability system to provide a 

more well-rounded measure of school performance in our state. This type of system could include measures such as 

student participation and success in AP, IB, or dual enrollment courses (high schools) or measures of chronic student 

absenteeism (all levels). Now is the perfect time for this type of revision as the state’s accountability system has been 

disrupted for the past two years by the effects of COVID-19. This type of review by SCDE was added to S. 419 during 

the last session. Revision of the state’s accountability system should include participation by educators from diverse 

grade levels, subject areas, years of experience, and regions of the state.  

 

5. Maintaining Standards of Professionalism in Teaching 
 

As professionals, teachers should also be afforded the respect and discretion afforded to other credentialed professions. 

For this reason, PSTA supports the passage of the “Article 9- Educator Fundamentals of Professional Excellence” 

section of S. 419 from the 2020 legislative session.27 

 

Like other professions, teaching is a credentialed job field that requires individuals to meet certain conditions for 

admission to the profession. As a result, PSTA opposes any legislative efforts to allow for the hiring of non-certified 

teachers in South Carolina schools. Our state has sufficient alternative certification programs to provide multiple 

pathways into teaching without sacrificing the professionalism of our state’s education workforce.  

 

Our state has thousands of experienced educators working in non-certified instructional support roles. While many of 

these individuals are interested in attaining teacher certification, they face significant financial and time barriers to 

achieving this goal. PSTA supports the expansion of programs that provide more accessible certification pathways for 

non-certified educators in our state’s schools. One exemplary model of this type of program is the Alternative 

Pathways for Educator Certification (APEC) at Columbia College.28 This CHE-funded program provides an affordable 

and rigorous pathway to certification for current non-certified educators, which has the added benefit of serving as 

another “home grown” certification program. Currently, APEC lacks sufficient funding to admit all interested and 

qualified candidates. 
 

PSTA also supports the establishment of a permanent version of the provisional certificate created by SCDE for the 

2020-2021 school year.29 Every year, a significant number of aspiring teachers in South Carolina meet all requirements 

for initial certification except for earning the required passing score on the Praxis II Subject Area Assessments. PSTA 

believes that a provisional certificate should be available for any aspiring teacher that has received a score within 5 

points of the required cut score for their Praxis II exam during the past 3 years. Teachers on this certificate would be 

required to meet all requirements established for the 2020-2021 provisional certificate program. However, instead of 

being required to re-take the Praxis, individuals on a provisional certificate would be required to complete a SCDE-

approved course for remediation in their subject area within their first 12 months of employment. Upon completion 

of this course and all other established requirements for the 2020-2021 provisional certificate program, a teacher would 

be moved to an initial certificate.  

 

6. Safe and Healthy Schools 
 

Student Mental Health 

The state should also provide wraparound services to include sufficient access to mental health counselors, school 

psychologists, nurses, and social workers in every South Carolina public school. As noted during the AccelerateED 

task force meetings, nearly 100 South Carolina schools lacked a full-time nurse at the end of the 2019-2020 school 

year. The American School Counselor Association recommends a student to counselor ratio of 250:1, but in South 

Carolina, the ratio for 2018-2019 was 351:1 according to data from the National Center for Education Statistics.30 

State regulations actually allow for a ratio as high as 800:1 in elementary schools in South Carolina.31  Similarly, 

according to data from the South Carolina Association of School Psychologists, South Carolina’s school districts have 

 
27 https://www.scstatehouse.gov/sess123_2019-2020/bills/419.htm  
28 https://www.columbiasc.edu/alternative-pathways-educator-certification  
29 https://ed.sc.gov/educators/certification/notices/provisional/  
30 https://www.schoolcounselor.org/asca/media/asca/home/Ratios18-19.pdf  
31 https://ed.sc.gov/state-board/state-board-of-education/additional-resources/regulations-table-of-contents/sbe-regulaiton-43-205-administrative-

and-professional-personnel-qualifications-duties-and-workloads/  
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less than half the total number of certified psychologists necessary to meet national guidelines for schools. In many 

cases, entire districts have less than 1 full time school psychologist employed to meet the needs of students in all 

schools in a district. Across the board, South Carolina’s students lack sufficient access to school-based mental health 

professionals, and this situation must be addressed, especially in light of the continuing impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic and resulting economic downturn. 

 

Teacher Mental Health 

Many professions have experienced increased stress and fatigue as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, and this has 

been especially true for the teaching profession. As a result, the state should seek to increase teacher access to 

Employee Assistance Programs or free access to counseling and mental health resources. 

 

Protection of Physical Health of Students and Staff 

The COVID-19 pandemic continues to pose a threat to the health and safety of South Carolina students and educators. 

While the General Assembly appropriated and the South Carolina Department of Education allocated significant 

financial resources through federal stimulus dollars for the purchase of PPE and sanitization supplies for schools, 

needs in these areas are likely to persist in districts. Some districts have been forced to dip into their reserve funds to 

meet the health requirements of safely operating schools in a pandemic, and the General Assembly must ensure these 

districts have access to sufficient funds to stabilize their reserves. The state should also ensure that districts are 

employing sufficient sanitary staff to meet daily classroom cleaning protocols; this is not a task that should be required 

of teachers during a pandemic. In addition, school staff face an additional challenge with the expiration of the federal 

Families First Coronavirus Response Act. The General Assembly must enact legislation to ensure educators have 

access to sufficient paid sick leave to cover any absences due to contracting COVID-19 or required quarantine or self-

isolation resulting from school-based exposure to COVID. 

 

School Safety 

PSTA supports having a School Resource Officer in every public school with funding provided by the General 

Assembly. PSTA believes school districts should have updated safety plans based on recommendations from experts 

in school safety and the South Carolina Department of Education.  

 

7. School Choice 
 

PSTA does not support any legislation that will direct public funds to pay for private, religious, or homeschooling. As 

an association, we agree with the unanimous decision of our state’s Supreme Court in Adams v. McMaster that any 

transfer of public funds for the “direct benefit” of private schools violates the plain language of our state constitution.32 

For this reason alone, we oppose voucher programs, but we also believe such programs would have unacceptable 

financial consequences for our public school system. For example, the voucher proposal (S. 556) introduced in the 

last session of the General Assembly had a fiscal impact statement projecting a cost of at least $222 million from 

public schools in the first year of the plan and at least $457 million in the second year.33 This reallocation of money 

would cause irreparable harm to the students served by South Carolina’s public schools, which are open and accessible 

to all students. For similar reasons, we oppose the creation of tax credit programs that allow individuals to deduct the 

cost of private school tuition from state income tax returns. Tuition tax credit plans draw against our state’s general 

fund revenue resulting in unstable budgets for our public schools and other state agencies. 

 

PSTA strongly supports school choice within the public school systems. These choices include charter schools, magnet 

schools, virtual schools, single gender, and Montessori education. Choice options should also include capacity for 

students to participate in coursework outside of their attendance zone or district in the event that the desired program 

is not available in the zoned school or district. However, for a program to represent true educational “choice,” PSTA 

believes the schools involved must be accessible to all students. Any school cannot be considered part of a true system 

of school choice if the school can deny students admission based on factors such as religious belief, sexual orientation, 

or disability status. Additionally, PSTA believes that all schools receiving public dollars must be subject to the same 

accountability provisions as all other schools receiving public dollars. Accountability is a bedrock principle of fiscal 

responsibility for state dollars, meaning any school receiving state funding should be required to participate in all 

 
32 https://www.sccourts.org/opinions/HTMLFiles/SC/28000.pdf  
33 https://www.scstatehouse.gov/sess123_2019-2020/fiscalimpactstatements/S0556%202019-10-02%20updated.pdf  
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aspects of the state’s existing school accountability system. In addition, families can only truly make informed choices 

if they have comparable information available for all schools within a system of choice. 

 

8. Funding and Promoting K-12 Literacy 
 

PSTA supports summer reading camps and reading/literacy coaches in every school district to work with teachers of 

struggling readers so all children are reading on grade level. Currently, the state funds Reading Camps for students in 

3rd grade that demonstrate need for remediation on SC READY.  PSTA believes summer reading and math enrichment 

activities should also be funded for identified students in grades K-2, similar to the Academic Recovery Camps offered 

during the summer of 2020. Such academic experiences can provide necessary resources to students that are identified 

as having need for remediation prior to the end of 3rd grade. 

 

PSTA supports professional development for teachers in reading, but these activities should be paid for in full by the 

state and/or provided by local school districts at no cost to teachers. Currently, teachers in districts across the state are 

required to pay out-of-pocket for coursework mandated by the Read to Succeed Act for certificate renewal. The 

number of hours required in reading for recertification is also excessive for several teaching areas. Specifically, 

teachers that are certified in Early Childhood, Elementary, SPED, ESOL, or Montessori are required to take 240 hours 

of Read to Succeed related coursework over a ten-year period. This number of hours represents the total number of 

hours required for recertification from all activities, but, in addition to the Read to Succeed requirements, teachers in 

these certification areas are still required to complete hours for other activities. As a result, these teachers are actually 

required to complete a greater number of recertification hours than teachers in other certification fields. 

 

The Read to Succeed legislation should be amended to allow reading/literacy coaches to be able to work with not only 

teachers but, individual students, small groups of students, and entire classrooms.   

 

9. Early Childhood Education 
 
Palmetto State Teachers Association supports universal access to quality prekindergarten for all children.  The 

National Association for the Education of Young Children states that “. . . universal pre-K means that pre-K 

programs are available to any child in a given state, regardless of family income, children’s abilities, or other 

factors.” This should be the standard for early childhood education in South Carolina. 

 

10. Educational Oversight  
 

South Carolina’s public school system suffers from excessive bureaucratic structures and requirements. PSTA calls 

for the elimination of the Education Oversight Committee, with the functions of the EOC redistributed to other state 

agencies and authorities like the State Board of Education, SCDE, and the Commission on Higher Education. In 

addition, PSTA calls for the creation of permanent voting positions on the State Board for a current classroom teacher 

from the elementary, middle, and high levels, as well as an advisory, non-voting position for a high school student. 

 

11. Expansion of Broadband Access 

 
During the summer of 2020, SCDE reported that at least 150,000 South Carolina students lacked access to reliable 

broadband in their home. The state made important strides toward eliminating this digital divide with the passage of 

H. 3780 in September 2020, but, as noted during debate of the bill, this legislation represented a “first step” toward 

universal access to affordable broadband throughout South Carolina. In the 21st century, access to affordable 

broadband is an essential component of access to a world-class education. As a result, PSTA calls on the General 

Assembly to complete the work started with the passage of H. 3780. 

 

12. Assault and Battery of School Employees 
 

PSTA supports changing criminal laws so that anyone (students and adults) who commits assault and battery on a 

school employee faces penalties that are greater than the penalties that apply for making threats to school employees.  
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13.  South Carolina Retirement System 

 
It is important to PSTA that the retirement system is solvent for our current and future retirees. PSTA does not support 

employment contribution increases to fund billions of dollars of debt in the pension program. We support the South 

Carolina Retirement System staying a defined benefit plan. Defined benefit plans deliver retirement benefits in a cost-

effective manner, consistently outperforming defined contribution plans. We feel the defined benefit plan is one tool 

to attract and retain quality teachers in our state.  One way to help reduce the teacher shortage crisis in South Carolina 

would be to eliminate the $10,000 earning limitations cap on any retired teachers returning to the classroom. This 

limitation was removed for the 2020-2021 school year through H. 3210 to increase the state’s capacity to respond to 

the effects of COVID-19. Given the ongoing shortage of teachers in South Carolina, the state should extend the waiver 

of the earnings limitation for retired educators. 

 

14.  Local School Governance 
 

The legislature must provide for the election of all school board members in nonpartisan elections and for fiscal 

independence of these elected school boards so they may raise the local funds needed to comply with state and federal 

mandates. The legislature should also empower local school boards to set their instructional calendars based on local 

needs, including selection of the start date for instruction and the date of the end of the first semester of school. 
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