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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY
In the US, public teacher certification exists to
establish minimum requirements for professional
readiness. Ideally, the certification process
provides a means of ensuring that individuals
who enter the classroom possess the knowledge
and skills to perform their jobs effectively.
Certification checklists typically share the
following minimum requirements: a bachelor’s
degree (with a minimum GPA), acceptable
scores on both aptitude and content knowledge
exams, and the successful completion (or
concurrent completion) of an approved teacher
preparation program. Alabama’s basic teacher
certification standards hew closely to those
established in other states, but the particulars
of our state’s teacher certification policies and
procedures often make the official entry point
into Alabama classrooms uniquely difficult to
decipher and especially burdensome to pursue.
By failing to design clear licensure pathways,
by maintaining burdensome licensure processes,
and by restricting certification routes exclusively
to traditional teacher preparation programs,
Alabama teacher certification policy often serves
as more of a gauntlet than a pathway.

The importance of transforming that process is
particularly important now because Alabama is
in the midst of a deep and chronic teacher labor
shortage. The problem is most pronounced in
high-poverty districts, where students are
already far more likely to sit in the classroom
of an inexperienced or “out of field” instructor.
While the state’s public educator staffing
struggles certainly cannot be attributed to teacher
certification policy alone, the complexity and
limitations of these processes are exacerbating
an already severe teacher workforce crisis.
Simply put, Alabama certification policies are
hampering the successful development of the
strong and stable labor force that state education
leaders seek to create. But the solution to teacher
certification challenges does not lie in diluting
professional qualifications or eliminating
candidate participation in effective teacher
preparation experiences. Instead, state education
stakeholders must realistically reexamine
how current teacher certification choices may
be unintentionally restricting the workforce
pipeline.

The fundamental question for
Alabamians is this: How do
we maintain standards that
ensure our educators are
prepared to perform their jobs
without erecting obstacles that
discourage or prevent strong
teacher candidates from entering
and pursuing the profession?
Teacher Certification
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OVERVIEW OF TEACHER
CERTIFICATION IN ALABAMA
The Basics
In terms of understanding the teacher certification process in Alabama, it is worth taking a moment
to review the fundamental terminology and requirements. At present, all Alabama teacher certificates
require passing scores on the prescribed Praxis II subject area test for the respective teaching field. In
Alabama, teacher certification occurs through two main streams -- standard and alternative.

The Standard Certification Route is for those who successfully complete an education
degree at an approved Alabama educator preparation program (EPP). In Alabama, all EPPs are
housed at institutions of higher education (IHEs). Certificates are awarded as follows:
•

Class B (for those with a bachelor’s degree and a minimum 2.75 GPA)

•

Class A (for those who hold a master’s degree and a minimum 3.0 GPA)

•

Class AA (for those who complete a sixth-year program of at least 30 semester hours of
graduate credit from an accredited institution).2

In April 2019, State Superintendent Mackey eliminated the Alabama Basic Skills Assessment
(currently, the Praxis Core test) requirement for those already holding a bachelor’s degree from
a regionally accredited senior institution; despite this modification, the Basic Skills Assessment
remains a requirement for candidates “seeking unconditional admission to a Class B educator
preparation program.” In addition, due to CAEP accreditation requirements for EPP programs,
most institutions still require a passing score on the Praxis Core test as a prerequisite for university
admissions (necessary for entry to a Class A alternative prep program).

The Alternative Certification Route is for non-education majors with a bachelor’s

degree. Candidates can follow an alternative route to obtain either a Class B or a Class A certificate.
Alabama offers three certification options:
•

An Interim Employment Certificate (IEC) is for candidates unconditionally
admitted into either an alternative master’s program or a traditional master’s level program.3
This certification status is for individuals formally enrolled in an accredited university in
Alabama who want to teach while pursuing their master’s degree. Issuance of the second and
third certificates are contingent upon the candidate making sufficient annual progress in their
master’s program coursework and passing their edTPA.
The edTPA is a multi-measure, performance-based teacher assessment tool that was
borne out of a partnership between Stanford University and the American Association for

8

Birmingham Education Foundation

Teacher Education.4 Developed by educators, this national tool offers a standards-based,
subject-specific means for measuring and supporting new teachers. The tool requires teacher
candidates to prepare and submit lesson plans that meet the learning needs of diverse
students, to submit unedited video recordings of their classroom instruction, and to reflect
on their instruction (specifically addressing how and where they would improve).5 What
distinguishes edTPA is that it demands a demonstration of classroom skills, evaluating
teacher candidates on their ability to actually practice their craft.
It is worth noting that the edTPA requirement is not exclusive to alternative certification
candidates; Alabama now mandates that all educator candidates -- even those coming from
TPPs -- earn an acceptable edTPA score prior to receiving their professional licensure.
Further, though edTPA is now mandated by 18 states and approved as a performance
assessment by another 21, the tool is not without its critics. A recent scholarly article sharply
challenged both the validity and reliability of edTPA -- a critique that the Stanford Center for
Assessment, Learning, and Equity (SCALE) swiftly rebutted in an equally vehement defense
of its model.
•

A Provisional Certificate in a Teaching Field (PCTF) is a 3-year alternative
approach that requires annual renewal and mandates the completion of various steps to
move towards professional certification. By the end of Year One, PCTF holders must
demonstrate credit earned in two of four undergraduate coursework content topics (classroom
management, evaluation of teaching and learning, special needs and a subject-specific
methods class). Between Year 2 and Year 3, they must complete the two remaining courses
and, by October 1 of Year 4, pass their edTPA assessment. In order to receive professional
certification, candidates must teach FT for three years in the same field, be assigned a mentor,
and complete/submit all certification documents by the October 1 deadline. The PCTF route
is non-renewable after the third year and is not available for certain subject areas/grade
levels.6

•

Emergency Certification is available to individuals who fail to meet the above criteria
when schools demonstrate that no certified teachers are available to fill a vacancy. Emergency
certificates must be requested by system superintendents. At a minimum, candidates must
document an earned bachelor’s degree from a regionally accredited senior institution and
successfully pass a background clearance check. As a result of a recommendation from the
Alabama Teacher Shortage Task Force, the term of these certificates was recently extended
from one to two years and can now be renewed one time (for a total of 4 years).7

Though Alabama’s teacher licensure reciprocity policies also play an important role in the state’s
teacher shortage crisis, the unique structures and factors surrounding those policies warrant separate
analysis and, in the interest of focus, will not be specifically addressed here.

Teacher Certification
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that, in addition to paper qualifications,
teacher certification should include a tangible
demonstration of teacher practice. That year also
In one sense, Alabama teacher certification policies marked a rise in teacher credentialing standards.
are largely unremarkable. The basic contours and
Recognizing that Alabama’s minimum subject
requirements of its teacher licensure guidelines
matter passing scores were often significantly
procedures are not dramatically different from
lower than those established in neighboring states,
those found in other states. Alabama relies on
the SBE raised the Praxis subject matter ‘cut
institutions of higher education to prepare its
scores’ required for Alabama teachers to receive
educators, offers both traditional and alternative
initial teacher certification.13 Here again, state
licensing pathways, and mandates a battery of
officials attempted to better align Alabama teacher
testing and credentialing qualifications prior to
candidate performance expectations with those
granting candidates initial teacher certification.
of other states in the region. For much of the last
two decades, the Alabama SBE has worked to
But in another sense, Alabama’s current teacher
strengthen the professional standards required of
licensure practices do stand out. First, state
Alabama educators, and state education leaders
certification standards emerged in a unique
should be lauded for their efforts.
context. Due to the state’s rocky civil rights
history, Alabama only recently gained the right to
The second element that distinguishes Alabama
impose teacher testing requirements. Throughout
teacher certification practice is its nearly exclusive
much of the last century, Alabama mandated
reliance on institutions of higher education as
no statewide testing requirement for teacher
the authorized providers of teacher preparation.
candidates prior to licensure. In 1981, when
Even though Alabama authorized alternative
Alabama’s State Board of Education attempted to
certification pathways over two decades ago,
implement a program requiring teacher candidates Teach For America still remains the only nonto pass a state-implemented standardized test
IHE educator preparation program that operates
prior to licensure, legal challenges alleging racial
in the state. The reality is that even TFA is not
8
bias arose. A consent decree followed, and the
recognized as an authorized EPP in Alabama, and
limitations imposed by that decree ultimately led
even though the state provides financial support for
to the 1988 abandonment of the Alabama Initial
the program, TFA does not enjoy the same rights
Teacher Certification program.9 Only in 2001 was
and authorities as other official EPP providers.
the Alabama State Board of Education (SBE)
The state’s unwillingness to develop or approve
authorized to implement a basic skills test as a
high-quality, non-IHE-based alternatives has
10
requirement for initial teacher certification. In
placed the state at a distinct disadvantage in terms
the early 2000s, federal teacher testing mandates
of capturing non-traditional talent. According to
stemming from No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
a recent Center for American Progress report on
placed a renewed spotlight on teacher quality and
recent teacher preparation trends, even as national
spurred further state discussions about candidate
enrollment in traditional programs fell (down
subject matter testing. Beginning in 2005-2006,
35%) and candidate completion of those programs
the Alabama SBE adopted Praxis subject matter
continued to decline (down 27%), enrollment
tests for all first time applicants and established
in non-IHE based alternative certification grew
minimum scores necessary for initial teacher
by 42%.13 Clearly, this pathway offers a distinct
certification.11
appeal to contemporary teacher candidates that
can help to build a stronger 21st century educator
In 2015, Alabama’s SBE furthered its work
workforce pipeline.
to boost qualification requirements for initial
teacher licensure. Implemented in 2018, the SBE
added edTPA as a performance-based assessment
requirement for initial teacher certification.12 The
inclusion of edTPA reflected an acknowledgement

STATE CONTEXT
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SCOPE OF THE PROBLEM
Building a robust public educator workforce is intimately tied to issues of teacher certification. In
the decades following World War II, college- and university-based traditional educator preparation
programs (EPPs) supplied US public schools with a steady stream of candidates for available
positions. Over much of the past two decades, however, there has been a consistent contraction in
the number of individuals pursuing these traditional routes.14 In Alabama, the decline is particularly
steep. Consider the following:
● In 2017-18, 1,106 Alabama teachers taught with emergency or provisional certificates
and 1700 secondary education classrooms were led by educators teaching ‘out of
field.’15
● In 2018, only 4% of Alabama ACT high school test takers expressed a willingness to
consider teaching as a career -- down from 12% four years earlier.16
● From 2010 to 2018, Alabama undergraduates majoring in education programs
dropped by over 45%, with program completers falling by some 42%.17
Locally, the Birmingham City Schools (BCS) system is not immune from these forces, and
though staffing shortages are most dire in the state’s rural regions, BCS regularly struggles to fill
its classrooms with properly certified teachers.18 According to the most recent (2018-19) Alabama
Report Card data, over 9% of BCS’ 1,466-person teacher workforce were teaching out-of-field,
with 2% maintaining Emergency Certification status, 3% teaching with provisional certificate
status, and a worrisome 10% lacking any defined certification status at all.19 In addition, these
statistics do not capture any figures on the presence of long-term substitute teachers -- a common
and rarely highlighted situation that often masks the true deficit of properly-certified teachers in the
classroom.20
In the face of such a dramatic narrowing of the traditional professional pipeline, Alabama teacher
certification policy must strike a delicate balance between maintaining strong professional standards
and creating broad, non-traditional outreach. Effectively redesigning teacher certification in Alabama
will involve a reimagining of how and to whom the state talks about teacher licensure. Specifically,
state education leaders must overcome the following:

Challenge #1: Finding information about Alabama’s teacher
licensure pathways and understanding the state’s various
licensure procedures is a cumbersome and complicated process.
How can I become a public educator in Alabama? Trying to find a concise and clear answer to that
question remains exceedingly difficult in our state. At the most basic level, information regarding
Alabama teacher certification is simply difficult to locate. The Alabama State Department of
Education (ALSDE) home page has no obvious or prominently displayed link to teacher certification
material. School system/District websites (including Birmingham City Schools’ website) do not link
visitors with certification information. In fact, in a recent review of websites, no education advocacy
organizations or local community organizations provided any information that connected users to
further information about becoming an educator in Alabama.
12
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Even when teacher certification information is ultimately found, Alabama’s teacher certification
pathways are exceedingly difficult to comprehend. Documents frequently use dense terminology and
highly-technical, text-heavy explanations. According to the Alabama State Department of Education
(ALSDE) staff from a recent board session, the office fields upwards of 2600 phone calls per month
regarding certification.21 If those conversations averaged 15 minutes each, agency employees
would spend 650 hours per month responding to certification inquiries. The sheer volume of time
spent on the topic suggests that the information presented is unclear to most people interacting with
the material. Further, officials at state EPPs report that the ALSDE Teaching and Leading Office
regularly refers certification inquiries to individual college and university programs -- effectively
rerouting a portion of its already substantial certification-related call volume.
Perhaps the simplest way to appreciate the complexity of the Alabama certification process is to
compare it to other state models. Here is Florida’s “Certificate Types and Requirements” page:22

The basic structure is laid out in a manner that is succinct, jargon-free and easy-to-follow. More
detailed explanations underlying requirements are included as links rather than compressed into a
single page.

Teacher Certification
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ALDSE’s “Certification HELP” website page, by comparison, appears as follows:23

While ALSDE recently added the first, much-needed menu button linking to an Alabama
“Certification Pathways” chart, the website still contains no clear overview explaining the basic
categorical certification types available within the state. There is no systematic organization to the
tabs, and new users are left to read through a long, visually-intimidating list.
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While the individual buttons are helpful for funneling particular inquiries, clicking one of the links
ultimately leads to the following:24

For the average adult researching how to transition into the classroom, the initial encounter with the
overwhelming terminology, myriad categories and multi-step requirements might be enough to halt
the process entirely.

Teacher Certification
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Shelton Bowens, a recent summer policy fellow for A+ Education Partnership and a former Alabama
TFA Corps Member, recently recognized the need to simplify teacher certification procedures. He
created prototypes for AL Teacher Certification Roadmaps. The following is a sample of his work:25

Though not currently approved for use on the ALSDE website, the map provides a useful model of
what improved certification pathway design looks like.
In addition to complex certification pathways, the procedures for maintaining proper certification
status in Alabama can be onerous. Educators teaching under Emergency or Provisional status must
regularly submit substantial formal documentation to the Alabama State Board of Education -- often
without administrative support or timely reminders. With limited submission windows and tight
deadlines, staying on top of certification paperwork can prove challenging for working teachers to
successfully manage.
Once teachers receive their initial Alabama professional licenses, educators’ certification burden is
not complete. As in most states, Alabama teachers holding professional licenses must maintain their
certification through certificate renewal. In our state, standard professional teacher licenses must
be renewed every 5 years. The purpose of such a requirement is to ensure that teachers continue to
learn content, skills and strategies that will strengthen their performance and practice. In Alabama,
there are six distinct options for certification renewal that involve, depending on the option,
various combinations of approved work experience, academic course credits and/or clock hours of
professional development. The state maintains an enumerated list of authorized providers and strict
limits on what coursework and what professional development experiences ‘count’ in terms of an
individual’s specific teaching field.26
Here again, while the specificity of the requirements themselves are a reasonable guardrail against
wildly out-of-field academic work or professionally irrelevant development experiences, the
16
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documentation-heavy recertification process represents a potentially confusing, frequently timeconsuming, and often costly responsibility for teachers. There is little evidence that satisfactorily
completing the requirements necessarily contributes to improvements in educator practice. Missing
from Alabama’s recertification process are:
●
●
●
●

A written statement defining the purpose of the recertification process itself,
Any summative evaluation performance data on a teacher seeking recertification,
Rigorous quality assurance measures for professional development content, and
Evidence that professional experiences contributed to improvements in teachers’ practice.

Absent an explicit articulation of purpose, connection to daily practice, or reasonable quality
assurance measures, recertification itself can become, as one recent report noted, simply an elaborate
“compliance exercise.”27 Consider the following real-world example:
A highly-effective educator with three years of teaching and coaching experience takes a
temporary reprieve from the classroom to pursue work in an education-related non-profit and
pursue a Master Degree in Education Policy. The 36-credit hour coursework she completes
as part of her degree is not considered relevant to her teaching field, and she receives no
‘credit’ for her education-related professional experience. Her only recourse to maintain
certification in Alabama is to independently pursue and document 100 clock hours of
professional development. No acknowledgement is made of her record of prior effectiveness.
In Mississippi, using the same information, her certificate was renewed without question.28
In this instance, Alabama’s rigid interpretation of certification standards potentially results in
the loss of a skilled and highly-effective teacher in an Alabama classroom. The recertification
process acts as an impediment rather than a genuine safeguard. This is not to suggest that the state’s
recertification should be abandoned altogether, but if recertification is to fulfill its purpose, the
scope and standards of the state’s recertification process need to be reconsidered and recalibrated.
The Alabama State Board of Education needs to ensure that the recertification process leads to an
improved ‘end’ for classroom effectiveness and does not simply serve as an end in itself.

Challenge #2: Alternative certification pathways are ill-suited
to the needs of the critically-important, non-traditional teacher
candidate pool.
Nationwide, approximately 20% of all teachers are now certified through alternative certification
pathways.29 Despite the increasingly important role these pathways play in the nation’s educational
landscape, Alabama teacher certification processes have not evolved to effectively accommodate the
needs of this substantial and growing group of teacher candidates. Despite the name, there is nothing
particularly “alternative” about Alabama’s alternative certification model.30 The requirements are
often not substantively different from what traditional education majors would expect to encounter.
The alternative certification pathway permits non-education majors holding a bachelor’s degree
outside of education to teach while they are attending a teacher preparation program, but with the
exception or requiring a higher minimum baseline GPA, the instructional content largely mimics an
abbreviated undergraduate education program.

Teacher Certification
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This may seem like an ‘apples to apples’ alignment of teacher preparation standards across pathways,
but it fails to take into account the unique circumstances of teacher candidates who seek out
alternative certification. Non-traditional teacher candidates -- recent graduates, career changers, and
veterans -- rarely have the luxury of time or money to invest in a standard (or even an abbreviated)
preparation program. By making the certification requirements hew so closely to traditional teacher
preparation programs, Alabama alternative certification standards do little to facilitate or ease the
transition of non-traditional candidates into the classroom. For non-traditional candidates, the burden
can be onerous on multiple levels. Candidates pursuing this option must shoulder the workload of
a novice full-time classroom teacher, while squeezing in time for weekend and summer academic
coursework -- all on their own dime. Unlike other costly post-baccalaureate professional preparation
paths (e.g., medical school), the future earnings potential of teachers often makes pursuing a teacher
preparation program financially untenable. For those not in close proximity to a college or university
campus or for those without access to significant disposable income, the feasibility of pursuing
alternative certification simply isn’t feasible at all.
Currently, there are no Alabama alternative teacher preparation programs available to those
interested in a time-efficient, cost-efficient path into the classroom. Even Alabama’s Teach For
America educators -- often perceived as having access to a ‘fast pass’ into schools -- are not spared
having to meet the state’s specific teacher certification requirements. In addition to their extensive
program-specific professional development mandates, participants are expected to manage, maintain
and assume the cost of their Alabama licensure responsibilities. Unlike other alternative route
candidates, however, TFA corps members do have access to two critical resources unavailable to
most other alternative certification candidates: financial assistance (Corps members are eligible for
an $11,000 AmeriCorps federal education award after two years) and administrative assistance (TFA
staff who help Corps members to effectively navigate the certification process).
Indeed, though well-intentioned, maintaining arduous preparation requirements often serves as a
barrier to interested and capable candidates. Current Alabama regulations mandate, for example,
that the only valid alternative certification pathway for ECE, K-3, K-6 (self-contained), and
Special Education teachers requires enrollment in a state-approved Master’s Degree teacher
preparation program.31 Essentially, for non-traditional candidates in Alabama, there is no such
thing as an alternative certification pathway in these focus areas. Compelling participation in a
full-scale Master’s Degree option -- a program that typically involves 42-45 credit hours -- places a
tremendous time and financial burden on prospective candidates and can serve as an active deterrent
to entering the profession.
Further, the practical implementation of Alabama’s certification requirements sometimes produce
situations that appear counterintuitive to effective practice. Traditional certification model protocol
requires Alabama candidates practicing under an Interim Employment certificate, for example, to
pay IHEs a course fee in order to ‘student teach’ in their own classrooms. Even a decision as critical
as teacher placement can be tied to rigid certification mandates. Working interim educators pursuing
a Master’s in Elementary Education must ‘switch grades’ simply to meet a strict upper level/lower
level teaching experience requirement. When no open slots are available at a given teacher’s school,
those candidates must then relocate to another school in order to satisfy the experience mandate.
Here again, unnecessarily rigid teacher certification rules result in a heavy burden without a related
benefit. When implementing the letter of Alabama certification ‘law’ imposes such unreasonable
mandates on teachers, the process itself can damage educator morale and, ultimately, educator
retention. In the midst of a chronic teacher shortage, maintaining such exacting regulations seems
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particularly counterproductive.
Understandably, advocates of Alabama’s well-respected First Class Pre-K (and Special Education
stakeholders) may be wary about any attempts to alter the comprehensive teacher preparation
requirements considered foundational to effective instruction in those areas. But it is important to
remember that well-established alternative teacher preparation providers such as Relay Graduate
School of Education (GSE) do provide high-quality educator preparation -- they simply offer it
within a learning and cost framework that better meets the needs of alternative candidates.32 The
commitment to maintaining excellent educator training for the state’s ECE and Special Education
students should not be changed, but if the state is to address the decades-long teacher shortage in
Special Education or expand the ECE workforce to offer universal First Class Pre-K to all Alabama’s
children, the state must add reputable alternative pathways to its efforts.
Indeed, the implicit rationale informing much of Alabama’s teacher certification practice is the
assumption that traditional certification programs based at IHEs always offer the best way to prepare
future educators. The assumption warrants additional scrutiny. Any reasonable observer would agree
that participation in a well-designed traditional preparation program provides candidates with a
solid foundation for embarking on careers as future educators. But the benefits of some traditional
educator preparation programs should not necessarily preclude the existence or diminish the value of
other, structurally-different alternatives. In short, ‘alternative certification’ is neither an inherent good
nor an inferior substitute to ‘real’ teacher prep. Ultimately, the merits of any preparation program
should be determined by how effectively the program prepares candidates to successfully teach
students, rather than by how closely it resembles the traditional training model.
In fact, a survey of the research reveals no demonstrable difference in the teacher effectiveness of
those trained in traditional preparation programs vs. those trained through alternative certification
routes (e.g., Alternative Master’s Programs, Teacher Residency programs, Teach For America, etc.).33
Moreover, a 2017 Tennessee study evaluating teacher preparation programs found that completers
from local Teacher Residency and other non-traditional training programs performed as well or
better than graduates from traditional training programs.34 But the most honest characterization of
the research suggests that, while preparation experiences can definitely affect candidate confidence
and self-efficacy, preparation pathways are remarkably poor predictors of future effectiveness in the
classroom. The findings of a 2016 Education Commission of the States report summarized it most
succinctly, concluding that policy makers interested in a high-quality teacher workforce should focus
less on a candidates’ particular training pathway or specific credentials “and more on strategies such
as reducing financial barriers to certification or providing quality induction and mentoring for new
teachers.”35

Teacher Certification
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POLICY ALTERNATIVES
Most states maintain roughly the same essential licensure standards for public school teachers, but
each state’s particular way of designing, communicating and implementing those standards translates
into very different environments and experiences for prospective educators. Each state’s approach to
certification directly affects the ability of that state to attract, hire, and retain high-quality teachers.
Following are several examples from states whose teacher certification approaches differ from
Alabama’s model in significant ways and whose practices address, in some aspects, the limitations
that characterize Alabama’s licensure system. They are offered not as wholesale solutions but as
possible options to the current status quo.

Alternative #1: The Minnesota Model: Options and
Opportunity
In 2017, Minnesota announced a wholesale revision to its teacher certification design. The new
structure was created in response to a 2016 legislative audit that found the state’s teacher licensure
rules and procedures to be unnecessarily confusing, erratic, and inconsistent.36 Following a
comprehensive overhaul, Minnesota developed a vastly simplified model that outlines a four-tiered
licensure structure.37 The lower tiers require fewer qualifications and have limitations on their
renewal, while the higher tiers require higher levels of preparation and can be renewed indefinitely.

Teacher Certification
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Minnesota’s newly-adopted structure provides tremendous flexibility to potential teachers and
districts that want to hire them. Candidates are given a wide range of entry points and a multiplicity
of options for demonstrating preparedness within each tier. Districts are permitted unlimited
renewals of Tier 1 licenses for teachers in career tech/teacher-shortage areas and in any subject area
where “licensed teachers do not reflect the racial or ethnic diversity” of the region.38

Benefits

● The system provides a clear, comprehensive licensure continuum free from acronyms and
unnecessary bureaucratic detail.
● The model encourages teacher entry and a broader definition of credentials by recognizing
a variety of readiness measures (including portfolios and prior experience). Specifically,
MN maintains a “licensure via portfolio” route that permits candidates to demonstrate
competency in the state’s Standards of Effective Practice without going through an official
teacher preparation program. These more inclusive standards open the door to career
changers, candidates of color, and other non-traditional candidates.
● By permitting Tier 1 and Tier 2 candidates to renew their licenses at least twice, the licensure
structure allows new teachers more time to complete further credentialing requirements.
Further, while there are limitations on Tier 1 and Tier 2 licenses, there is an option for
additional renewals if a district is able to demonstrate “good cause.” This provides districts
with increased flexibility and ensures that high-quality teachers are not removed from state
classrooms based on minor certification compliance details.
● Though 2019-2020 represents the first year that Minnesota’s tiered licensure system will be
fully implemented, initial evidence suggests that the new system will strengthen the state’s
teacher workforce. State data from 2018-19 indicates that a large number of educators in
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two of the state’s critical shortage fields -- special education and career/technical education
-- successfully entered the classroom using Tier 1 and 2 pathways.39 Further, there is strong
evidence that the revised licensure system will help the state to improve representation
among educators. In a state where only 4% of the teacher workforce are teachers of color,
26% of Latino and 24% of Black educators pursued Tier 1 or Tier 2 certification.40

Considerations

● The specifics of Minnesota’s plan may undervalue the role that meaningful teacher
preparation plays in effective teaching. Under the revised standards, teachers can achieve
Tier 3 status without required participation in any formal teacher preparation program.
● The impetus for the licensure overhaul stemmed from a legislative audit. While many
education stakeholders recognize the need for teacher licensure reform, a legislative call for a
comprehensive analysis of Alabama’s teacher certification system remains unlikely.

Teacher Certification
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Alternative #2: The Tennessee Model: Clarity and
Transparency
The Tennessee Department of Education offers a strong model for effective information delivery.
The webpage clearly identifies and defines the two main types of licensure -- practitioner and
professional licensure -- and provides bullet-pointed certification requirements designed specifically
for different types of prospective teachers.41 Thoughtfully constructed, the website includes a
sortable/searchable database of approved state teacher-preparation programs and the grade-level
endorsements they offer. Embedded links easily direct users to explanations of relevant terminology,
internal forms, and helpful external websites.42
In terms of content, Tennessee’s initial licensing requirements prioritize the importance of enrollment
in an approved teacher preparation program. The validation term for Tennessee’s provisional
licenses spares new teachers the bureaucratic burden of annually submitting documentation. Since
practitioner licenses are issued for three years and allow for one renewal, new teachers do not face
the frequent documentation deadlines and paperwork mandates that Alabama regulations require.

Benefits

● The TN Department of Education website clarifies and demystifies both the overarching
structure and the particular details of the state’s teacher licensure system. Having welldesigned state licensure pathways and an equally well-crafted state education website
increases the likelihood that prospective teachers will accurately understand and pursue the
licensure process.
● The TN Department of Education website includes a comparative evaluation of all of the
state’s teacher preparation programs for public review. The effort shows a commitment to
transparency and a willingness to equally and earnestly assess the strengths and challenges of
all the state’s teacher preparation efforts.
● The TN system reduces paperwork and documentation demands on new teachers.

Considerations

● Redesigning the content, language, and layout of a state’s teacher licensure structure requires
a significant investment of time and resources. A strong consensus about the critical need for
change would have to precede any such effort.
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Alternative #3: Colorado: Innovation and
Intentional Change
Colorado offers an exceptional example of embracing alternative teacher certification pathways
and encouraging an environment of educational innovation. One look at the diverse educational
landscape there demonstrates that the state is committed to exploring bold and promising practices,
particularly with regard to non-traditional teacher preparation programs. The state is home to
both the Denver Teacher Residency -- one of the foundational programs of the teacher residency
movement -- and the well-regarded Boettcher Teacher Residency.43 KIPP (Knowledge is Power
Program), a charter school organization focusing on eliminating achievement gaps for low-income
students, also operates a strong cohort of schools in Colorado. Like other residency programs, KIPP
offers a Teaching Fellowship which incorporates mentorship, contextual learning, and an intense
focus on clinical practice.44
In addition to these efforts, the state recently passed the Rural Colorado Grow Your Own Educator
Act. The act establishes a fellowship program between rural districts and teacher preparation
programs. Fourth-year students participate in a year-long fellowship which includes specific training
in competencies for teaching in rural areas and a $10,000 fellowship. In return, teachers commit to
teaching in the rural district for at least two years.45 Colorado is also one of several states offering
competitive grants to districts that develop stronger collaborations between their schools and clinical
training programs.
Beyond building a strong network of alternative pathways for teachers, Colorado education officials
understand the dynamic nature of the educational environment and modify teacher licensure practice
as needed. Recent changes to the 2010 teacher effectiveness law include: reducing paperwork
requirements for new and out-of-state teachers, establishing a more-tailored middle school math
credentialing limit, and creating more specific mandated training requirements for teachers working
with limited-english-proficiency students.46 While these adjustments do not transform licensure
regulations, they show how an inclusive, responsive approach can eliminate needless barriers. By
acting on common sense feedback and focusing on continuous improvement, Colorado licensure
policies exemplify thoughtful experimentation.

Benefits

● Colorado’s licensure landscape allows districts to “educate local,” tailoring their teacher
labor force to meet the unique needs of different communities within the state.
● Colorado’s investment in alternative certification programs improves the size, diversity, and
experiential depth of the teacher workforce.
● Colorado spurs innovation by providing financial assistance to support promising programs
and models.

Considerations

● In order to implement a full range of alternative certification pathways for teachers, the
Alabama State Board of Education needs to approve teacher training providers that operate
beyond institutions of higher education (IHEs).
● Building statewide support for innovations in teacher certification policies will require a
sustained stakeholder and public education campaign.
Teacher Certification
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Alabama Alternatives Under Consideration
All three cited models above involve successful large-scale changes to state teacher certification
policies; Alabama appears poised to make its own substantial modifications to current practices.
In the wake of the teacher shortage crisis, the Alabama Teacher Shortage Task Force compiled a
Fall 2019 report identifying numerous policy recommendations related to teacher certification. One
proposal -- extending the term of Emergency Certification -- from two to four years -- has already
been signed into law by Governor Ivey.47 Proposed certification-related changes (not included in this
report’s later policy recommendations ) include:
● Allowing work experience to substitute for course work (in certain subject areas).48 Honoring
work experience could prove particularly important for non-traditional candidates and career
changers -- particularly those with backgrounds in chronically hard-to-fill STEM fields.
● Developing a P-6 Special Education certificate.49 Such a certificate would presumably enable
already-certified teachers to lead Special Education classrooms without requiring them
to pursue a separate master’s program. Given the chronic shortage of Special Education
teachers in the state, a certificate program offers a reasonable balance between adequate
preparation and teacher time commitment.
In addition to these recommendations, the Task Force Report also includes certification-related
proposals that require more caution and further review. These include:
● Creating an “Educational Studies Degree” pathway that does not require a Praxis score.50
While such teachers would practice under an emergency certificate, developing an education
degree that excludes a Praxis score defeats the purpose of having minimal standards for the
profession.
● Piloting the iTeach alternative teacher preparation program for teachers wishing to serve
in one of the state’s critical shortage areas.51 iTeach is a “competency-based program”
that incorporates online learning modules with in-person, “face-to-face” mentorship
opportunities. Fully accredited in four states, operational in Texas for over 8 years, and
recommended to Alabama by the State Regional Board of Education, iTeach reduces many of
the barriers that confront alternative certification candidates -- limited time, high coursework
costs, and little access to guided, ‘on the job’ training.52 But outsourcing teacher preparation
to a largely online, for-profit organization is an extreme departure from current Alabama
practice. While a pilot program will help reveal the strengths and limitations of such a
program, Alabama should also consider becoming more than a consumer in the arena of
alternative teacher prep. Together, IHEs, school leaders, and veteran teachers could develop
an affordable, ‘core skills’ alternative certification module for use throughout the state.
Many of the Task Force’s recommendations offer a promising start, but they are not comprehensive
enough. The teacher shortage crisis demands state action, but it also provides Alabama with a rare
opportunity to fundamentally reimagine its teacher certification practice from the ground up. Rather
than a rash of temporary fixes or an accretion of complex or convoluted emergency measures, the
state should capitalize on the moment to radically clarify the teacher certification process.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Alabama’s current teacher certification policies and procedures require a
comprehensive overhaul. Components of the overhaul should include:
1)Commissioning a study/audit to thoroughly review Alabama’s teacher licensure
system. Effective reform begins with fully understanding the issues. Study findings
would provide much-needed transparency on the state’s current process and motivate
policymakers to address needed change. To some degree, this work is already
underway. In January 2020, consultants from Lean Frog conducted a presentation
to the ALSDE State Board of Education on improving efficiencies within the state’s
teacher certification process.53 Further, as part of the 2019-2020 budget, the Alabama
Legislature approved an outside study examining issues of capacity within ALSDE.
Results from this research should inform reform efforts.54
2) Dramatically simplifying Alabama’s teacher certification terminology,
procedures and information. Rather than being merely revised, the system needs to be
fundamentally reset. ALSDE’s State Board of Education should:
● Develop clear, accessible language and terminology for identifying and
explaining Alabama’s teacher licensure requirements. For an example of what
a comprehensive transformation looks like, see Minnesota’s revamped tiered
licensure system.55
● Create and widely distribute state teacher certification information in an
easy-to-find, user-friendly online format. ALSDE should dedicate funds to
create a website specifically dedicated to teacher recruitment and certification.
The website could include brief videos explaining certification pathways and
provide a much-needed informational resource for non-traditional candidates
3) Developing and authorizing a spectrum of high-quality, genuinely alternative
teacher certification pathways (particularly for teacher shortage area fields).
○ Establish affordable, effective, locally-focused educator preparation
programs that prepare non-traditional candidates to join the profession in all
certification areas. Programs might include a local teacher residency, a GrowYour-Own effort, or a STEM-specific educator training model (e.g., UAB
Teach).56
○ Ease the transition of skilled career changers into teaching by developing a
viable “licensure via portfolio” option for teacher candidates.57
○ Lay the groundwork for Relay Graduate School of Education (GSE), Teach For
America (TFA) or other well-established non-IHE educator prep organizations
to become officially-authorized EPP providers within the state. In rural or
remote areas, the state might consider designing pathways and partnerships
for Districts themselves to become EPP providers.
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