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The United States is currently grappling with a teacher shortage. According to research published by the
Annenberg Institute, there are more than 36,000 vacant teacher positions nationwide.! Southern states like
Alabama, Florida, and Mississippi have particularly large vacancies that are estimated to be larger than
3,000 teachers. Also, American teachers are burned out. Studies show that teachers reported a higher level
of job-related stress or anxiety symptoms than those in other professions during the COVID-19 pandemic

and even in the post-pandemic period.??3

However, occupational licensing regulations limit the entry of new teachers and lower the retention of
existing teachers who move across states. To teach in public schools, prospective workers should obtain a
teacher license, also known as teacher certification, typically requiring a four-year college degree, a
completion of a teaching preparation program, and licensing exams.* Moreover, existing teachers who
move across states must obtain a new license to teach in a new state. Given the lack of a standard
procedure for transferring teacher licenses, the interstate licensing barriers prevent or delay existing

teachers with out-of-state licenses from working in school.®

If we examine the profession of military spouses and focus our attention solely on licensed occupations, we

see that most military spouses work as teachers or nurses. Table 1 provides more details on military spouse
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occupation. Teachers are 36.4% of military spouses if we focus on the 22 universally licensed occupations

and 5.9% of all occupations held by military spouses, according to the American Community Survey.®

To best utilize the potential of military spouses, policy makers can ensure that regulation is not limiting the
ability of licensed workers to continue working. We analyze policy attempts to ease the frictions military
spouses encounter when transitioning to a new military base. When comparing the compact and
recognition model, we believe that the recognition model is preferable. Twelve states exclude teachers
from the reform and this policy should be reconsidered in those states.” Further, for recognition to be most
effective, it is important that the reform is not limited to teachers who have completed “substantially
similar” requirements to obtain a license. Before concluding the piece, we also provide stories on eight

military spouse teachers facing difficulty in transferring a license across states in reality.

Teacher Compact

As of Spring 2023, the Teacher Compact is active. The Teacher Compact, with a full name of Interstate
Teacher Mobility Compact and henceforth referred to as the Teacher Compact, creates a new Interstate
Commission that facilitates the movement of licensed teachers from state to state. If a licensed teacher is
moving from a compact member state to another compact member state, their license will transfer. Figure
1 illustrates the current landscape of the Teacher Compact. At the time of this writing, 12 states have

enacted the Teacher Compact.?

Teachers that have a fully authorized or unencumbered license are eligible to utilize the Teacher Compact.
Considering frequent relocation of military families, the Teacher Compact contains special provisions for
military spouses that allows the group to utilize the Teacher Compact with provisional or temporary

licenses.

A clear downside of the Teacher Compact is that it applies only to moves within compact member states. As
an example, if a teacher moves from Pennsylvania, a compact member state, to Florida, another compact
member state, the license will transfer. If a teacher moves from outside of the compact (e.g., Montana) to

Florida, or vice versa, the compact does not help the teacher transfer her license. Similarly, the Teacher
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Compact does not benefit teachers moving between states outside of the compact (e.g., Montana and

California).

In general, the Teacher Compact requires each individual state to pass the model legislation to become
effective for teachers in all 50 states. This process will likely take some time, and the legislation may not be
passed in all 50 states. This reliance on multilateral compliance limits the immediate effectiveness of the

reform to improve the portability of teacher license across states.

Recognition

As an alternative to compacts, military spouses may take advantage of recognition. With the exception of
Connecticut and the District of Columbia, 49 states have passed some form of recognition of occupational
licenses for military spouses.® The military spouse license recognition is a policy specially designed for
military spouses who move across states much more frequently than other people because of the periodical
relocation of their spouse in the U.S. Armed Forces.® With the policy, military spouses can transfer a license

more easily and quickly, sometimes with a provisional license and a lower licensing fee, than other workers.

The recognition policy is not confined to one occupation but extends to all or most licensed occupations.!!
Military spouse teachers are eligible for the recognition in more than two thirds of states.!? Unlike the

Teacher Compact, the recognition applies to any moves to the state regardless of whether a person came
from a jurisdiction with the same policy. No multilateral negotiation is required for the recognition, which

may be a reason for why the policy has been quickly adopted by almost all states since 2011.

A limitation of recognition is that the policy often does not apply to teachers. As of June 2020, twelve states
and the District of Columbia does not offer the recognition for military spouse teachers.'® For the same

reason, teacher licenses are issued more slowly than other licenses that are eligible for the recognition in
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almost all states.* Moreover, some states allow the recognition only if an original license was issued in a
state with “substantially similar” licensing requirements to the state. Given large variations in tiers and
requirements of teacher licensure, this additional requirement may potentially make many military spouse

teachers ineligible for the recognition.?

Voices of Military Spouse Teachers

Despite the Teacher Compact and recognition, military spouse teachers still struggle to transfer their license
after moving across military bases in different states. Interviews with eight military spouse teachers
(including former teachers left the profession by the time of interview) provide vivid description on multiple

layers of barriers to transferring a license across states.'®

Military spouses face challenges due to the lack of uniform standards, making it difficult to transfer licenses,
as discussed earlier. For instance, some states require additional tests or coursework for license validation,
even when a candidate has years of experience and qualifications. Also, they struggle to find proper
information on relicensing procedures varying across states. Resources meant to assist, like Military
OneSource, are often difficult to navigate. Some spouses reported gaps in the information provided, which

added to the overall complexity of getting licensed in new states.

Moreover, each state requires different forms, documentation, and sometimes even custom formats that
prior districts may not accommodate. This can lead to extensive back-and-forth communication, delays, and
frustration, especially when states lack streamlined or electronic submission options. Some educators
encountered barriers with state education boards’ systems, such as poorly functioning online forms and
inadequate IT support. Obtaining a new license in certain states can take several months, impacting job
prospects and income. This lag can be especially problematic when licensing must be completed before

applying for teaching positions.

Military spouses often bear repeated financial costs for applications, transcripts, and additional certification
requirements. While some organizations like Military OneSource offer financial support, they may not fully

cover all the costs, and navigating their resources can be challenging.
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Furthermore, military spouses report instances where employers are reluctant to hire them, assuming they
will need to relocate soon. This leads some educators to leave teaching entirely or to seek remote roles to
avoid the frequent relicensing cycle. Some teachers struggled with tracking or updating ongoing
professional development or continuing education requirements, which vary widely by state. In certain
states, there are additional hurdles after licensure, such as city-level administrative approvals. Others faced
administrative issues, like states not providing physical licenses, complicating the documentation for their

future job applications.

Lastly, military spouses may lose retirement contributions and benefits when moving, particularly if benefits
do not transfer with them across states. This lack of portability is often a key factor in decisions to leave the

teaching profession.

Conclusion

Given teacher shortages and burnouts extending to the post-COVID era, it is essential for policymakers to
use all possible means to increase the number of qualified teachers. Unlocking the potential of military
spouse teachers with out-of-state licenses is a cost-efficient way to alleviate the teacher shortage with little
concern on teaching quality because they are experienced teachers with teaching skills transferrable across
states. The Teacher Compact and military spouse license recognition are two major policies to help military
spouse teachers transfer a license without a costly relicensing procedure. Despite the policies and
subsequent increase in occupational license portability, military spouse teachers still report difficulties in

obtaining a license and continuing a teaching career in a new state.

To further improve military spouse teacher license portability, we suggest that all states allow military
spouse teachers to apply for recognition without mandating “substantially similar” licensing requirements
between states. This model is preferable to the slower and likely less effective teacher compact. Also, it is
crucial to fill the informational gap among military spouses in the availability of relicensing procedures and
to reduce the psychic costs for relicensure by making the application system user-friendly. Lastly,
policymakers may consider mitigating other barriers to employment or career development in the teaching

profession among military spouses such as the limited portability of pension plans across states.
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Table 1. Military Spouses in Licensed Occupations

Rank Occupation Share among 22 Share among all
universally licensed occupations
occupations
1 Teacher 36.4% 5.9%
2 Nurse 30.6% 5.0%
3 Cosmetologist and barber 6.0% 1.0%
4 Social worker 4.8% 0.8%
5 Real estate broker and sales agent 4.0% 0.7%
6 Physical therapist and occupational therapist 3.1% 0.5%
7 Lawyer 2.8% 0.5%
8 Insurance sales agent 2.2% 0.4%
9 Physician 2.1% 0.3%
10 Dental hygienist 1.6% 0.3%
11 Emergency medical technician and paramedic 1.3% 0.2%
12 Pharmacist 1.1% 0.2%
13 Physician assistant 1.0% 0.2%
14 Electrician 0.9% 0.2%
15 Psychologist 0.9% 0.1%
16 Veterinarian 0.5% 0.1%
17 Dentist 0.3% 0.1%
18 Real estate appraiser and assessor 0.2% 0.0%
19 Chiropractor 0.1% 0.0%
20 Optometrist 0.1% 0.0%
21 Pest control worker 0.1% 0.0%
22 Podiatrist 0.0% 0.0%
Total 100% 16.2%

Notes: The sample is military spouses at age 18 to 64, who are not on active-duty military service,
and whose occupation data is available in the American Community Survey 2005-2022. The 22
universally licensed occupations are occupations that are licensed in all U.S. states and identifiable
in the Census survey. ¥
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