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Motivation and Prior Evidence

Early in the COVID-19 pandemic, headlines warned of a looming mass exodus 
of teachers from U.S. schools.1 Yet, empirical work in Arkansas, Massachusetts, 
and Washington showed that attrition actually fell after the 2019-20 school 
year and stayed within historical norms.2 Although attrition ticked upward over 
the next two years, it generally remained in line with pre-pandemic patterns 
across most states.3

Recent studies also show that attrition spikes have been most pronounced 
in high-poverty schools and in subjects that were already hard to staff, such 
as special education and STEM.4 To date, however, no multi-state evidence 
addresses Career and Technical Education (CTE)—another field with chronic 
shortages. There are at least three reasons why CTE teachers may have 
been disproportionately impacted by the pandemic. First, many CTE courses 
could not move online smoothly, worsening working conditions during school 
closures.5 Second, CTE teachers’ industry skills confer higher private-sector 
wages, making exit from K–12 education more attractive.6 Third, lateral-entry 
and industry-credential pathways allow quicker re-entry to non-teaching jobs 
than traditional certification routes.

In this report, we draw on a decade of administrative data from four states 
(school years 2013-14 to 2023-24) to produce the first multi-state portrait 
of CTE teacher attrition during the COVID-19 era. Specifically, we document 
annual attrition for CTE teachers and their non-CTE peers, compare patterns 
across three distinct COVID-19 phases, and identify the states where losses 
were most acute. This analysis lays the foundation for our future research on 
this topic, which will examine which career clusters were hardest hit and what 
state, district, and labor market factors predict higher attrition.

Data and Methods

To examine teacher attrition rates in the years leading up to and during 
the pandemic, we assembled longitudinal administrative records from 
Massachusetts, Michigan, Texas, and Washington spanning 2013–14 through 
2023–24.7 A CTE teacher is any teacher who is in at least a half-time CTE 
teaching position; all others are “other teachers.” The precise definitions 
of CTE teachers within each state are summarized in Table 1. We define 
attrition as leaving the state’s public-school workforce (i.e., not appearing in 
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the administrative records) or having a termination date. In other words, CTE 
teachers who moved to another public school position are not counted as 
leaving the workforce. 

Findings

For every state and each school year beginning with 2013-14, we calculate the 
share of CTE teachers who exit the state’s public-school workforce at the end 
of the year. Figure 1 plots these attrition rates over time. Two patterns stand 
out. First, CTE teacher attrition fell sharply in almost every state immediately 
after the pandemic’s onset in spring 2020, mirroring the drop in overall 
teacher turnover reported elsewhere.8 Second, in all four states with data 
extending beyond the 2019-20 school year, attrition rose markedly over the 
next two years—by several percentage points in some cases. Michigan, Texas, 
and Washington recorded their highest CTE attrition rates after the 2021-22 
school year. In both Michigan and Texas, more than one in 10 CTE teachers left 
the workforce after each of the 2021-22 and 2022-23 school years.

To test whether these patterns are unique to CTE teachers or simply mirror 
broader workforce trends, we compare attrition for CTE and non-CTE 
teachers across three periods: the pre-pandemic baseline (2014–2019), the 
initial COVID year (2020), and the subsequent COVID years (2021–2023). 
Figure 2 shows that the sharp drop in attrition immediately after COVID-19’s 
onset was system-wide: Teachers of all subjects appeared to remain in their 
positions amid the uncertainty of 2020. In the two school years following 2019-
20, however, attrition rebounded more sharply for CTE teachers in Michigan 
and Texas, whereas the uptick closely mirrored that of other teachers in 
Massachusetts and Washington.

Table 1. CE Teacher Definitions Across States

State Definition of a CTE Teacher
Massachusetts Any position with a teaching activity code and a course code within a CTE career cluster 

(federal or Massachusetts).
Michigan Any position with a CTE teaching role code and without a majority-time non-CTE teaching 

role code.
Texas Any position with a teaching role code and a CTE subject area code.
Washington Any position with a teaching activity code, a duty root indicating a classroom assignment, and 

a program code indicating that the position is funded with CTE funding. 
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Figure 1. CTE Teacher Attrition Over Time, by State

Notes. We define CTE teacher attrition as a teacher leaving the state’s public-school workforce by the start of the following 
year. COVID-19 formally became a pandemic in March 2020, and U.S. schools were closed for in-person instruction later that 
month.
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Figure 2. CTE and Non-CTE Teacher Attrition by State and Over Time

Notes. We define CTE teacher attrition as a teacher leaving the state’s public-school workforce by the start of the following 
year. The pre-pandemic baseline is the 2013-14 through 2018-19 school years. The initial COVID year is the 2019-20 school 
year. The subsequent COVID years are the 2020-21 through 2023-24 school years (2022-23 for Michigan and Texas).
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Conclusion

This first look at CTE teacher attrition during the pandemic raises several 
questions to be explored in our subsequent research. First, do attrition 
patterns differ across CTE career clusters? Second, which state, district, and 
labor market conditions predict higher CTE attrition?

Overall, CTE attrition mirrored broader teacher trends—dropping when the 
pandemic began and rising in the years that followed—but the rebound was 
uneven across states. Michigan and Texas saw especially large increases, signaling 
a heightened risk of localized CTE teacher shortages. A multi-state lens makes 
these disparities visible and highlights the need for targeted retention and 
recruitment strategies where the threat is greatest.
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About the Georgia Policy Labs

The Georgia Policy Labs is an interdisciplinary research center that drives policy 
and programmatic decisions that lift children, students, and families—especially 
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policies and programs can be modified so that every child, student, and family 
can thrive. 

Housed in the Andrew Young School of Policy Studies at Georgia State 
University, we have three components: the Metro Atlanta Policy Lab for 
Education (metro-Atlanta K–12 public education), the Child & Family Policy 
Lab (supporting children, families, and students through a cross-agency 
approach), and the Career & Technical Education Policy Exchange (a multi-state 
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Learn more at gpl.gsu.edu.
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