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Last Friday, PSTA asked members to complete a quick survey on how our state can better recruit and
retain teachers. The response rate was amazing, and this week, the data from that survey played a BIG
role in the Senate passing a provision that- if signed into law- would prohibit districts from requiring
teachers to teach students in-person and online simultaneously (see information below about S. 704).

To every member that completed the survey- thank you!! Our members are the foremost experts on what
works in South Carolina's classrooms, and this week, the voices of our state's educators were heard and
respected in the General Assembly. The feedback provided by our members about the challenges and
shortfalls of "dual modality" instruction proved to be instrumental in policy making this week.

This week's actions, though, is only one part of PSTA's ongoing work to elevate teacher voice in policy
discussions in Columbia. As a result, we still want to hear from you. If you haven't yet had a chance to
complete the 2 minute survey on teacher recruitment and retention, please click here and share your
feedback.

This was a lighter week in the General Assembly as the House of Representatives was out on furlough,
but there were still some big developments in the Senate and in federal policy.

South Carolina Senate

Committee Actions

On Tuesday, the Senate Finance Retirement Systems Subcommittee met to discuss S. 176. This
legislation, which is authored by Sen. Sean Bennett (also the Chair of the Senate K-12 Finance
Subcommittee), would fundamentally overhaul the state's retirement system for public employees. Due to
the topic, the bill is incredibly complex, and PSTA staff have meetings scheduled next week to dive
deeper on what the bill would do if passed into law- so look for more on this legislation in next week's
LAN.  For now, here are the high-level points of note:
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● The bill, if passed into law, will NOT impact anyone that was enrolled in the state retirement
system before June 1, 2020.

● In the future, the retirement system would have two options- the South Carolina Shared-Risk
Defined Benefit Plan (think SCRS 2.0) and the South Carolina WealthBuilder-Primary Retirement
Savings Plan (basically a renamed ORP). New state employees would have 30 days to select a
retirement plan; if they do not, they will be automatically enrolled in the WealthBuilder plan.

● PSTA's primary focus is on learning more about the Shared-Risk Defined Benefit Plan and how it
compares to the existing SCRS. A strong and stable defined benefit retirement option is one of
the most important elements of recruiting and retaining public employees in our state.

The other committee action of the week was on Wednesday when the full Senate Education Committee
met and issued a favorable report on S. 685, which would allow college athletes to enter contracts to
benefit from their "name, image, and likeness."  The bill now moves to the full Senate for consideration.

Floor Actions

The Senate addressed two significant education bills on the floor this week. The first, S. 202, would place
school districts under the oversight of the Office of the State Inspector General. While it is clear that a
strong majority of Senators support greater oversight of district finances and operations, there is less
consensus on giving that power to the Inspector General. In particular, Senator Campsen is concerned
that the legislation would disrupt separation of powers in South Carolina government since the Inspector
General is part of the executive branch. As a result, Senator Campsen objected to the bill this week,
moving it to the contested calendar. This means the bill will most likely need to be amended in order to
move forward in the Senate.

The other big education legislation this week was S. 704. The bill was quickly and unanimously passed on
3rd reading by the Senate on Thursday, and it now heads to the House. The bill has three sections:

● The part of the bill sure to get the most news headlines is the requirement for all districts in South
Carolina to OFFER a five day, face-to-face instructional option to students by April 12, 2021 and
to offer a five day, face-to-face option for the 2021-2022 school year. PLEASE NOTE- this bill
DOES NOT mandate that all students return to in-person instruction on April 12th- it only requires
that districts make that option available. Families can- and will- continue to opt for virtual/distance
instruction through the end of this school year. As of today, only 2 school districts in the state
have not already transitioned to or announced a date by which they will transition to a five-day,
face-to-face option, so this portion of the legislation will have no impact in the overwhelming
majority of districts in the state.

● The second provision will raise the earnings cap from $10,000 to $50,000 for any retired member
of SCRS that comes back to work in a school district. To be eligible, an individual must have
retired on or before April 1, 2019. Those individuals would then be eligible to return to
employment in a school district for thirty-six months making up to $50,000 per year while also
continuing to receive their retirement benefits.

● The third provision is one that PSTA worked very hard to achieve, and we are excited to see it
passed by the Senate. During floor debate on Thursday, the Senate adopted an amendment
offered by Senators Massey and Hembree that will prohibit "districts from assigning a teacher to
deliver instruction simultaneously in-person and virtually" in the 2021-2022 school year. Districts
could only assign teachers to this type of "dual modality" instruction in an "extreme and
unavoidable circumstance," but in that event, districts would have to "provide additional
compensation to the teacher." (NOTE- this additional compensation would be for dual modality
instruction during 2021-2022 and does not apply to the current school year). PSTA members
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overwhelmingly indicated that dual modality instruction has been excessively burdensome and
challenging and is leading to burnout. PSTA shared this information with Senators, and they
responded to the input of our members with this amendment.

Federal Policy

Late last Friday, the U.S. Department of Education informed Superintendent Spearman that they were
denying her request for greater flexibility in administration of spring assessments in 2020-2021. Instead of
administering the normal set of summative assessments (SC Ready, SC PASS, and EOCs),
Superintendent Spearman had requested the ability to allow districts to administer the same formative
assessment they administered in the fall and winter (MAP, etc.). (NOTE- the federal government had
already announced they would reject any state request to not give ANY assessment this spring, so that
was not an option for South Carolina). Superintendent Spearman's request for the flexibility waiver was
based on the fact that the formative assessments are less disruptive of instructional time and lower stress
for students. Additionally, Superintendent Spearman argued the tests would provide more meaningful
data to educators due to the faster turnaround of results from the formative assessments and because
districts could compare results for students on the same set of assessments across the course of the
2021-2022 school year.

In spite of these arguments, the federal government rejected the waiver, and on Monday, Superintendent
Spearman announced this means South Carolina schools will have to administer SC Ready, SC Pass,
and the EOCs this spring. PSTA is disappointed in the denial of the waiver request and strongly
supported Superintendent Spearman's efforts to protect instructional time and student wellness this
spring. You can access PSTA's statement on the testing decision here.

One important note from the U.S. Department of Education's announcement is that the federal
government will not enforce the provision of federal law this year that would penalize schools that have
fewer than 95% of students taking the summative assessments. In addition, the Department said that
schools do not have to require students in a virtual setting to come to a school building to take a test,
which is especially important in our state as none of the summative assessments can be administered
remotely. While Superintendent Spearman encouraged students to take the summative assessments
during her press conference, she also emphasized that the flexibilities granted by the federal government
mean that families should decide what they think is best for their children regarding state testing this
spring.

The coming week is a BIG one in the General Assembly. This Thursday, April 10th, is the "cross
over" deadline for this year. While it isn't impossible, it is highly unlikely that any bill not passed by
the full House or full Senate by the end of the day Thursday will be signed into law this calendar
year. As a result, the two chambers are likely to spend quite a bit of time in floor debate this week.
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This look at the week ahead includes announced committee meetings as well as legislation that
chambers could seek to pass before the cross over deadline:

House of Representatives

The House Education and Public Works Committee has been VERY active in reporting legislation
this year, so there are numerous education-related bills that could receive floor debate this week,
including:

● H. 3590- this bill would allow districts to fill unfilled teaching vacancies with non-certified
individuals with specific educational and work experiences. PSTA testified against this
bill in subcommittee and opposes its passage into law. PSTA encourages members
to contact their member of the House of Representatives to ask them to OPPOSE
passage of H. 3590. You can find your member's address by clicking here and entering
your mailing address.

● H. 3941- this legislation directs districts to use federal relief dollars to provide extended paid leave to school
staff that are required to miss work due to contracting COVID-19 or quarantining as a result of potential
exposure to COVID-19. The federal paid leave provisions expired at the end of 2020, and this legislation
directs districts to reinstitute that extended leave through the end of 2021. PSTA offered testimony in support
of this bill in subcommittee.

● H. 3795- this bill would establish credentialing requirements for sign language interpreters employed by
various state agencies, including public school districts.

● H. 3883- this bill would expand the capacity of a district or school to seek necessary waivers from state
policies in order to implement a “competency-based” education model.

● H. 3164- this bill would allow homeschool students to participate in testing at public schools for AP, PSAT,
Pre-ACT, and college and career readiness assessments required by state law. Homeschool students would
be required to pay the same “fees, if any, charged to public school students for the same service.”

● H. 3319- this bill would prohibit schools from denying meal access to students that have a negative balance
due to previous meals. Schools would also not be allowed to penalize students for failing to pay for a school
lunch through means such as prohibiting participation in field trips, graduation ceremonies, or attending
other academically related activities. PSTA offered testimony in support of this bill in subcommittee.

● H. 3614- this bill would require all students to complete the FAFSA during their senior
year of high school.

● H. 3465- as amended by subcommittee, this bill would establish a study commission to
review certification requirements, including those for teachers for more than 20 years of
experience. PSTA is advocating for an amendment to the bill that would require inclusion
of current classroom teachers on the study committee.

● H. 3588- this bill would require seniors to complete one credit in English and one credit
in math OR computer science in order to be eligible for the LIFE Scholarship. This bill
has been on the House contested calendar for several weeks.

There are a few other important pieces of House legislation on the House calendar, most
notably H. 3589 (schools of innovation). However, since these other pieces of legislation have
already been passed by the full House (H. 3589 is back in the House after being returned by the
Senate), it is unlikely the House will dedicate time to passing them this week. Those bills are
more likely to receive floor debate after the cross over deadline.

Senate
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The Senate K-12 Finance Subcommittee has two meetings scheduled this week to continue
their review of budget requests for FY22. On Tuesday, they will hear from the state Department
of Education, and on Thursday, they will review budget provisos.

On Wednesday, an Education Subcommittee will meet to review S. 231, which would require
middle and high schools to print the telephone number for the National Suicide Prevention
Lifeline.

On the Senate floor, the set of education-related bills that could potentially receive debate is
lower than in the House. The two education-related bills most likely to receive debate are S. 202
and S. 685.

1. Thank Senators for Voting to End Dual Modality- The provision in S. 704 prohibiting "dual
modality" instruction in 2021-22 was introduced by Senators Shane Massey and Greg Hembree. Please
consider sending them an email or a note to say "thank you" for being responsive to the voices of
educators. You can find their contact information by clicking here (Senators are listed by alphabetical
order- just click on the Senator's name to pull up their contact information).

2. Contact your Member of the House- As indicated in the "week ahead section," there are numerous
education bills that could be debated by the House this week. Unfortunately, there isn't a way to know
what bills will be debated prior to the start of a legislative day, so please take a moment to review the
legislation that could potentially receive debate. If you see something that you support or oppose, please
make sure to reach out to your House member before Tuesday. You can identify your member by clicking
here and entering your address. Of special note- PSTA strongly opposes H. 3590, and preventing it
from passing the House this week would significantly reduce the chance this bill ever becomes
law.

3. Provide Feedback to PSTA- Throughout the legislative session, PSTA staff will be providing testimony
whenever possible for committee review of education-related legislation. In order to ensure that testimony
is aligned to the experiences and concerns of our members, we have created a feedback form for
membership to share their thoughts on upcoming legislation. PSTA staff would love to hear from you!

4. Follow PSTA on Twitter- For quick access to a concise record of who said what during debate in the
General Assembly, please consider following PSTA on Twitter- @PSTANews.
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