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RALEIGH, N.C. - Karen Smith must have wondered if she would ever finish school.

The 45-year-old teaching assistant at Moss Hill Elementary School in Kinston had been courses here and there at East Carolina University over the years. But the constraints of a full-time job and her three own three kids complicated the journey to a bachelor's degree.

"I just couldn't give up my job," Smith said. "I was going at night and during the summer time. I could only get one class per semester. I just couldn't take time away from my children."

But thanks to a new program that lets students earn a four-year education degree through 18 community colleges in eastern North Carolina, Smith will pick up her diploma Dec. 16.

Smith and the 15 other graduates of Wachovia Partnership East Coastal Consortium represent a crop of teachers who want to will help narrow - if only by a little - the 11,000 new teachers North Carolina public schools must hire annually. Many of them will remain in eastern North Carolina.

"I am a permanent resident. I've had the same address for 25 years,"

Smith said. "It's home."

The difficulty in hiring new teachers has received lots of attention this year from the General Assembly, Gov. Mike Easley and educators.

While plans for higher pay and looser licensing standards should help superintendents hire more teachers, education leaders say more innovative ideas such as the consortium are needed to solve the problem.

"We do have a long road toward teacher recruitment and retention," said Rep. Becky Carney, D-Mecklenburg, a primary co-sponsor of a teacher licensing bill this year.

Easley unveiled a plan in October to raise teachers' salaries to the national average by 2008. The state budget included millions of dollars more for teaching scholarships, professional development programs and statewide surveys on working conditions for teachers.

The State Board of Education has altered its teacher licensing rules three times this year to satisfy the concerns of district superintendents and legislators worried about stringent requirements to receive a North Carolina teaching license.

The latest change came last week, based on the recommendations of a special committee formed after Easley vetoed a licensing bill that he said would lower standards for North Carolina teachers. The changes should make it more attractive for teachers with less than three years' experience to get a permanent license in North Carolina.

"Our local people indicate that being able to recruit teachers from out of state will help them meet the teacher shortages they are facing,"

said June Atkinson, state superintendent of public instruction.

About one-third of the teachers hired annually are new graduates of the state's colleges and universities, a third are out-of-state teachers and the rest are people changing careers.

A Department of Public Instruction report found local school districts still had 971 vacant teaching positions as of October, a 4 percent increase compared to October 2004. Permanent substitutes often are hired in these classrooms until licensed teachers can be found.

Local school districts are setting up exhibits at education job fairs in northern states and offering signing bonuses and supplement pay to attract more teachers. In Lenoir County, school officials offer recruits a free month of utilities or no required deposits.

"Anything we can do to get people who want to be a part of helping our future, the children of tomorrow, is great," said Terry Cline, associate superintendent of the Lenoir County Schools. The system had 22 vacancies in October, compared to 12 a year ago. Less than 10 remained vacant as of late last week, he said.

Lenoir and other eastern districts will benefit from Wachovia Partnership East. Most students in the first graduating class from ECU completed their general education requirements at area community colleges. They took classes from East Carolina online or at the campus of Craven Community College in New Bern.

The University of North Carolina at Wilmington and Appalachian State University offer similar programs to help school districts offset an annual teacher turnover rate of about 13 percent.

The Durham County Schools, which has a 17 percent turnover rate, hired 30 full-time mentors this fall to work with first- and second-year teachers. Each mentor works with about 15 teachers to help them acclimate to the demands of public school teaching.

The hope is the personal attention will encourage the young teachers to remain in the profession, said Fred Williams, Durham's executive director for recruitment and retention.

While hiring mentors may sound expensive, hiring and training new teachers isn't cost-effective, either, Williams said.

"Ultimately, we're not looking at a recruitment problem, but a retainment issue," he said.

