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B I R M I N G H A M  E D U C A T I O N  F O U N D A T I O N

P O L I C Y  B R I E F

REPAIRING THE TEACHER PIPELINE: 
REVITALIZING ALABAMA’S TEACHER WORKFORCE 

THROUGH TEACHER RESIDENCY AND “GROW-YOUR-
OWN” PROGRAMS

SUMMARY 
Current indicators for the future health of the American teacher 
workforce are worrisome. U.S. Department of Education reports 
reveal that enrollment in Alabama teacher preparation programs 
declined 48% from 2008 through 2015.1 School districts -- particularly 
those serving rural and high-needs populations -- regularly struggle to 
fill vacancies in specific subject areas (particularly STEM fields, 
Special Education, Foreign Language/English Language Learning and 
Career Tech).2 In the 2017-18 school year alone, Alabama had more 
than 1700 secondary teacher posts filled by teachers without the 
proper certifications -- a figure that State Superintendent Eric Mackey 
characterized as a staffing crisis.3 In addition, recent national statistics 
confirm that 17% of all new teachers leave the profession in the first 
five years.4 While these “leaks” in the teacher pipeline are attributable 
to a host of factors and not exclusive to Alabama, one critical factor 
regularly gets overlooked in educator workforce discussions: the 
teacher preparation process itself. This brief examines the limitations 
of the status quo in Alabama’s teacher preparation efforts and 
highlights promising strategies for strengthening the state’s future 
educator infrastructure. 
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SCOPE OF THE PROBLEM 
Though Alabama’s traditional teacher preparation programs (TTPPs) regularly produce a cadre of 
high-caliber educators, the graduates of these programs are not fully meeting the human capital 
needs of the state’s public school students. Alabama’s TTPPs face three critical challenges: 

1. TTPPs are not producing teachers in the range of subject areas or in the geographic
regions where they are most needed. Alabama’s teacher shortage is not a volume issue but a
supply and demand issue. TTPPs graduate far too few candidates credentialed in the fields
where the greatest number of vacancies exist.5 Further, the teacher workforce remains
unevenly distributed, with rural and high-poverty school districts failing to attract and retain
a sufficient supply of teacher talent. A 2015 Public Affairs Research Council of Alabama
(PARCA) analysis found that 80% of Alabama school systems with the highest
concentration of vacancies were located in the state’s rural areas; the other 20% were high
needs districts.6 This failure to funnel potential educators to the fields and locations where
they are needed fuels the constant teacher flux that so often disrupts school and student
achievement.

2. Comprehensive clinical training should be central to all TTPPs. Even though the majority
of teachers identify student teaching experience as the most valuable component of their
training, TTPPs typically include only 10 - 15 weeks of student teaching and focus primarily
on quantitative measures of preparation (clocking observation hours) rather than qualitative
measures of preparation (sustained, substantive feedback from a skilled mentor teacher).7

3. TTPP graduates do not reflect the growing diversity of the student population they serve.
Nationwide, students of color comprise over 50% of the student population but only 25% of
the nation’s TTPP candidates.8 Alabama’s public school student population is 55% white,
yet Alabama’s public school teacher workforce is 79% white.9 As an ever-growing body of
educational research underscores the positive effects that educators of color have on students
of color, TTPPs need new strategies for recruiting and retaining a talent pool that better
reflects the diversity of the state’s children.10

  STATE & LOCAL CONTEXT 
Within the state, three innovative programs stand out from the standard teacher preparation 
landscape. The University of West Alabama (UWA) currently runs a “Grow-Your-Own” 
teacher initiative that supports future educators for that rural region through student 
scholarships and targeted training opportunities. In 2017, UWA graduated the inaugural 
10-member cohort of that corps.11 In addition, the University of Alabama at Birmingham
(UAB) operates the UABTeach and CESAME (Collaboration for Excellence in Science
and Mathematics Education) projects. With the goal of preparing the next generation of
STEM teachers, both UAB programs encourage STEM majors to enter the teaching
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profession by offering subject-specific educator training and supervised student teaching 
experiences at no additional cost to participants.12 

Alabama’s current ESSA (Every Student Succeeds Act) Plan specifically identifies the 
state as playing a role in promoting  the equitable staffing of Title I schools and systems. 
Addressing the “Disproportionate Rates to Access of Educators” requirement, the plan 
commits Alabama to “encourage partnerships and collaborations between LEAs and IHEs 
around teacher preparation in areas/subjects of need, ‘grow-your-own’ initiatives and high-
quality student internships in local classrooms.”13 TRs and GYOs certainly fall within the 
scope of that articulated goal. 

ALTERNATIVE POLICY 

Alternative #1: The Teacher Residency 
In 2002, Boston Public Schools and local educational advocates partnered to design and 
implement a clinical teacher preparation program designed to better prepare future teachers for the 
educational demands of the city’s urban school districts. The innovative preparation model that 
they developed -- the Teacher Residency (TR) -- challenged many of the assumptions and 
practices that informed standard teacher preparation for the past 40 years.14 By focusing on 
guided, experience-driven training from an experienced mentor, TRs offer an apprenticeship 
training model akin to the preparation received by aspiring medical professionals. In the past 15 
years, the TR model has grown into a national network, with over 50 programs currently in 
operation.15

What defines the TR experience?  
Though there is significant variation between programs, several components are essential to the 
model. According to a Bellwether Education Partners overview, teacher residents are individuals 
with an earned Bachelor’s Degree who: 

● Are recruited by and attend some form of summer/pre-service orientation from the
Residency Operator (a Lead Education Agency, IHE or independent provider).

● Participate in at least one year of intense clinical training in a K-12 classroom under the
direct supervision of a trained, experienced mentor teacher.

● Complete academic coursework directly tied to classroom experiences.
● Earn alternative certification and, in many cases, a master’s degree.
● Receive a living stipend, salary or some form of tuition support in exchange for a

commitment to teach in the residency district (typically for 3-4 years).
● Receive ongoing professional support from the Residency Operator.16

For a side-by-side chart comparison of three well-regarded TR programs currently in operation, 
please refer to Appendix A.  
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Benefits 
● Provides a viable vehicle for recruiting teachers to fill slots in “hard-to-fill” fields and

districts. According to the National Center for Teacher Residency (NCTR), 31% of NCTR
network graduates teach in STEM subjects, 28% teach English language learners, and 15%
teach special needs students; within individual programs, the concentration can be even
higher.17

● Provides a feasible financial route for non-education majors interested in joining the
profession. By offering tuition incentives and stipends or a salary, TRs offer more viable
financial path into the profession.18

● Retains teachers at a much higher rate than other teacher preparation models --
particularly in high needs urban areas. Researchers in two separate studies found a
statistically significant difference in retention rates between residency graduates and those
emerging from other preparation routes.19

● Appeals to a more diverse pool of candidates. TR cohorts consistently produce graduate
pools with increased levels of diversity. 52% of active NCTR residents identified as people
of color (19% is the national average for new teachers).20

Considerations 
● TR programs are not built in a day. TRs require a shared vision, deeply-motivated

partners, and a long-term commitment to the effort.24

● TR programs appear costly. Accreditation and regulatory compliance standards designed
for TTPPs often prove financially onerous to non-traditional teacher preparation programs.
Historically, a sizeable segment of non-traditional program costs have gone towards
addressing these standards, falsely inflating the apparent operating costs of such
programs.25 In the past decade, many programs have developed partnerships with IHEs and
other strategies for more sustainable program models.26

● Not all successful TR programs are operated by IHEs. While IHEs are the logical
operators for many high-quality TR programs, they are not essential to effective TR
implementation. Across the country, Residency Operators such as Relay GSE conduct
successful teacher preparation training programs independent of TTPPs.  Unlike many
other states, however, Alabama policy currently makes no provision for the authorization
of teacher preparation programs by non-IHEs.

Alternative #2: The “Grow-Your-Own” (GYO) Model 
60% of all public school teachers teach within 20 miles of where they attended high school.27 
Capitalizing on that connection, the GYO movement represents a nationwide effort to expand the 
teacher workforce by intentionally targeting the teaching potential/human capital resources that 
already exist within a community.28 The philosophy behind GYO initiatives is that the most 
sustainable means for ensuring a robust supply of educators in hard-to-fill districts is to cultivate 
the local talent organic to those areas.29 Through collaborations between school districts, higher 
education partners and community organizations, GYOs attempt to broaden and diversify the pool 
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of potential educators by investing in promising but often overlooked sources of future teacher 
excellence. 

GYO programs come in myriad forms. Some involve enrolling middle and high school students in 
experiential “cadet” projects that provide a pathway into the profession.30 Others offer specialized 
training and unique scholarship opportunities for current education students who commit to serve 
in underserved geographic regions.31 Still others offer comprehensive support and training to 
paraprofessionals, after-school program staff, community leaders or parents who demonstrate 
leadership potential and aspire to make the transition into the classroom.32 Regardless of the 
specific model, GYO programs share a commitment to providing academic, social and financial 
supports to specific populations of prospective teacher candidates. For a comparison of GYO 
program models, please refer to Appendix B.  

Benefits 
● GYO graduates remain in teaching longer than graduates from other pathways. California’s

School Paraprofessional Teacher Training Program is a notable example. After 13 years,
program sponsors report that 92% of its 1,708 program graduates are still employed by
California public schools. Further, a recent analysis of community-based GYO programs
demonstrated promising results, with teacher retention rates ranging from 60% - 95%.

● GYO graduates frequently serve in high needs (or geographically isolated) schools and
build particularly strong relationships with families within those communities. Graduates
often bring “community cultural wealth” to their posts -- a deep personal commitment to
and understanding of the communities they serve.34

Recommendations
1. Develop a TR program in Birmingham.
2. Establish a portfolio of GYO programs in Alabama’s rural and high-needs districts.
3. Invest in innovative teacher preparation practice at the state level by:

● developing alternative accreditation pathways that will permit high-performing non-IHE
preparation programs to operate in Alabama.

● initiating collaborative partnerships between LEAs and IHEs.
● offering a competitive grant process to create new TR partnerships and other clinically-

based programs.
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