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Introduction and summary

For the past three decades, two concerns have dominated the national conversa-
tion about the teaching workforce: diversity and talent. The teaching profession is 
not as racially diverse as it needs to be. In most states, there is a large and growing 
gap between the percentage of students of color1 and the percentage of teachers 
of color.2 Efforts to increase teacher diversity have led to marginal increases in 
the percentage of teachers of color—from 12 percent to 17 percent from 1987 
through 2012—but this positive statistic obscures other troubling facts, such as 
the decline in the percentage of African American teachers in many large urban 
districts and the lower retention rates for teachers of color across the country.3 

Simultaneously, calls for raising the bar for entry into the U.S. teaching profes-
sion have grown more numerous in recent years, in part because of the nation’s 
middling results compared with other educational systems around the world. On 
the 2015 Program for International Student Assessment—an international study 
of 15-year-old students’ knowledge and skills—the United States placed 35th 
in mathematics, 24th in reading, and 25th in science.4 Many countries—such 
as Canada, Finland, Japan, Singapore, and South Korea—have outperformed 
the United States on the assessment for years, while others—including Poland 
and Germany—have caught up to and surpassed the United States’ scores more 
recently.5 Countries such as Canada are high-performing due in part to their focus 
on teacher quality; countries such as Poland have improved their scores by focus-
ing on the quality of the teacher workforce, which in turn influences the quality of 
instruction that students experience in the classroom. What all of these countries 
have in common is an intense focus on the quality of the teacher workforce, which 
in turn positively influences student achievement.6

This focus starts at the very beginning of teachers’ careers with their admittance 
into teacher preparation programs. High-performing countries tend to have more 
rigorous selection processes for admission into teacher preparation programs 
compared with the processes in the United States.7 A program can be selective in 
many ways: It can admit only a small number of candidates; it can set a high bar 
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for admission; or it can include qualitative or performance-based assessments of 
a candidate’s knowledge and skills. High-performing countries vary in the extent 
to which they utilize these various selectivity measurements, but what they have 
in common is that they use one or more of them to set the standard that makes 
teaching a selective profession.8

Currently, America’s teaching profession is not selective enough. Traditionally, 
prospective teachers apply to teacher preparation programs during their second 
year of college, similar to declaring a major. In 2013, the average minimum GPA 
requirement for entrance into such a program offering a bachelor’s degree in 
education was 2.6.9 This requirement is well below the 3.24 average GPA of the 
students who are actually admitted into teacher preparation programs,10 demon-
strating that programs are not adopting rigorous selection processes. Despite what 
the lack of action on this issue suggests, however, there is widespread public sup-
port for increasing the selectivity of teacher preparation programs: 60 percent of 
Americans believe that preparation programs should make their entrance require-
ments more rigorous.11 While there has been some recent evidence of a shift, the 
average SAT scores of college students pursuing education degrees have histori-
cally been lower than those of students entering other professions.12

Recent data suggest marginal progress in relation to the goals of increasing both 
the diversity of the new teacher pool and the academic profiles of those enter-
ing it.13 But a new question has emerged: Are the two goals compatible? Calls for 
making the selection process more rigorous have often been met with skepticism. 
Many educators, policymakers, and other stakeholders worry that increasing 
selectivity may lead to a less racially diverse teacher workforce, as minority can-
didates generally score lower on many of the current selectivity metrics used by 
teacher preparation programs.14 Others maintain that the diversity gap will only 
continue to grow in the decades to come, even with a focus on the recruitment 
and retention of the current generation of prospective teachers.15 Instead, those 
skeptical of the United States’ ability to attain both goals offer solutions such as 
increased cultural competency among the existing teacher workforce to inspire 
and encourage a more diverse generation of future educators.16 

This report examines the case for making candidate diversity and ability equally 
important criteria in the recruitment and selection of teachers. Looking at avail-
able evidence, the report shows that rigorous recruitment and thoughtful selec-
tion processes can achieve increased diversity and selectivity simultaneously. It 
also includes examples of states, institutions, and organizations that have done 
an exemplary job of setting a high bar for admission and ensuring the diversity of 
their teacher candidates and the emerging teacher workforce.
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A more diverse teacher workforce 
is crucial for all students

Racial diversity benefits every workforce,17 and teaching is no exception. 
Teachers of color tend to provide more culturally relevant teaching and better 
understand the situations that students of color may face. These factors help 
develop trusting teacher-student relationships.18 Minority teachers can also 
serve as cultural ambassadors who help students feel more welcome at school 
or as role models for the potential of students of color.19 These children now 
make up more than half of the U.S. student population in public elementary and 
secondary schools.20

Teachers of color tend to have more positive perceptions of students of color—
both academically and behaviorally—than other teachers do. A recent study 
found that African American teachers are less likely than white teachers to 
perceive African American students’ behavior as disruptive.21 Likewise, when a 
black student has both a nonblack teacher and a black teacher, the black teacher 
tends to have a much higher estimation of the student’s academic abilities than 
the nonblack teacher.22 In both of these studies, the reverse did not hold true: 
Perceptions of white students’ behavior and academic ability were similar 
regardless of their teacher’s race.

The lack of diversity in the teaching profession, combined with these differing 
interpretations of student ability and behavior, may partially explain why students 
of color are suspended or expelled from all levels of school at disproportionate 
rates.23 Such harsh discipline practices place them at higher risk of subsequent 
academic disengagement and increase the probability that they will later drop 
out.24 While these mindsets may be unintentional, their prevalence greatly affects 
students’ performance and behavior. Known in education research literature as 
the “Pygmalion effect,” a teacher’s higher or lower expectations of a student are 
significantly predictive of the student’s future academic outcomes.25 
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These findings may partially explain why there is a significant positive effect on 
the standardized test scores of students of color when they are taught by teachers 
of color. When Florida researchers analyzed a massive data set of about 3 million 
students and 92,000 teachers over seven years, they found a positive effect in 
both reading and math scores when black students were taught by black teachers. 
For students who performed at the lowest levels, the effect of having a teacher of 
the same race was even larger.26 

North Carolina researchers analyzing another large data set found similar 
results in 2007.27 More recently, in a study published by the Institute of Labor 
Economics, researchers and university economists found that low-income black 
male students in North Carolina who have just one black teacher in third, fourth, 
or fifth grade are less likely to drop out of high school and more likely to consider 
attending college. In fact, the study estimates that instruction from one black 
teacher in elementary school cuts high school dropout rates by 39 percent among 
black boys from low-income backgrounds. These same students were 29 percent 
more likely to express a desire to pursue a four-year college degree than their peers 
who had never been taught by a black teacher.28

Increasing the percentage of teachers of color in the workforce is not just impor-
tant and beneficial for students of color. Students of all racial backgrounds can 
benefit from a diverse teacher workforce that represents the nation’s overall 
demographics. Because the vast majority of American social networks are made 
up exclusively—or nearly exclusively—of people of the same race or ethnic 
background,29 many children and adults miss out on the opportunity to interact 
with people of other races. This segregation exists in the teaching profession as 
well: In 40 percent of U.S. schools, there are no teachers of color on staff.30 As a 
result, white students—and teachers—in these schools may miss opportunities 
to question assumptions about race, class, and privilege that they might encoun-
ter in their communities and to break down stereotypes about people of color.31 
Certainly, it is not the responsibility of teachers of color to facilitate conversations 
about race and disprove assumptions, but greater diversity within the teaching 
profession supports the overall effort.32 

A major 2009 meta-analysis exploring the efficacy of interventions designed to 
reduce racial bias found the greatest support for interventions that involve signifi-
cant “cross-race contact and cooperation.”33 Other studies suggest that building 
a relationship with someone of a different race who counterbalances prevailing 
stereotypes is particularly effective in neutralizing unconscious bias; these studies 
also suggest that such positive effects occur most powerfully in young people.34 
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For all the reasons outlined above, increasing teacher diversity is an important 
aspect of improving educational equity for all students—especially for students 
of color. Another important aspect of a quality education is ensuring that teach-
ers have the knowledge and skills to provide excellent instruction, which can be 
accomplished in part by more carefully selecting who becomes a teacher and how 
that person achieves that role. 

A high bar for entry is a crucial component  
of a modernized teaching profession

Nations with high-performing education systems carefully choose who is 
allowed to become a teacher. In Singapore, for example, 100 percent of new 
teachers are selected from the top academic third of their class.35 Finland uses 
a multiround selection process that includes both academic- and competency-
based components and admits only the top 10 percent of applicants.36 After a 
concerted effort to increase the selectivity of its teaching profession, Canada 
now consistently recruits a majority of its prospective teachers from the top 30 
percent of their college classes.37

These countries have responded to a growing body of evidence demonstrating the 
importance of great teaching for students, particularly those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. While high-performing teachers in the United States—the top 25 
percent currently in classrooms—help students achieve an average of 1.5 years’ 
of academic growth, students with less-skilled teachers achieve only a half year’s 
worth of academic progress on average. Put simply, this means that the best teach-
ers close achievement gaps, while the worst teachers widen them.38 And these 
results are not just a matter of which teachers receive the less challenging teaching 
assignments: A major, multiyear study from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
showed that high-performing teachers remained so across schools, regardless of 
whether those schools were high- or low-poverty.39

In the United States, students who are fortunate enough to have a great teacher 
for even one year are more likely to matriculate to college, attend more prestigious 
colleges, and earn more later in life.40 Unfortunately, though they stand to benefit 
most from great teaching,41 disadvantaged students are more likely to be taught 
by inexperienced or ineffective teachers than nondisadvantaged students.42 As a 
result, they far too often miss out on these benefits. 
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Raising the bar for entry into the teaching profession is one potential way to 
ensure that more teachers are able to accelerate students’ learning. While there 
is not a clear causal effect between a teacher’s own academic record and his or 
her ability to achieve the kinds of learning gains that help students excel, most 
studies do find a correlation between higher GPA and teacher effectiveness.43 
Taken in aggregate with other factors, such as experience and rank of undergrad-
uate school, some studies have found larger positive impacts, especially for math 
achievement.44 For this reason, a high GPA should not be the only factor that 
determines entry into the profession. As later sections of this report discuss, a 
number of other measures that could better predict future teaching ability are 
currently in development.

The high bar for entry into teaching in high-performing countries coupled with 
highly professional treatment of in-service teachers—such as quality training, 
professional development, leadership and advancement opportunities, and 
adequate pay—sends a signal to prospective teachers and to parents, students, and 
society at large that teachers are smart, deserve respect, and should be granted the 
same trust and autonomy as those in other professions that attract high-achieving 
individuals. Unfortunately, the United States has a leaky pipeline for high-achiev-
ing students. Students at top-tier colleges are less likely than their peers at other 
colleges to go into education; high-achieving college graduates are less likely to go 
into teaching; and those who do become teachers are less likely to stay in the pro-
fession long term.45 In recent polling, high-achieving Millennials revealed much 
of the thinking that goes into this drop-off: They reported that they do not believe 
teaching is a good career option for high-achieving students, and they feel that the 
status of the teaching profession is in decline.46 

These trends have led researchers,47 journalists,48 multinational consulting compa-
nies,49 and teachers unions50 alike to call for changes to raise the bar for entry into 
the teaching profession. 
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As a result of these calls for improvement, many states and preparation programs 
have begun to make significant changes. In 2011, only two states had set a high 
academic bar—either through GPA requirements or through an assessment—for 
admission into teacher preparation programs. By 2015, however, 25 states had 
done so.57 These changes came in many forms, as there are many measures of 
selectivity in the teaching profession. Table 1 captures selectivity requirements for 
admission into teacher preparation programs and entry into the profession.

Recent attempts to raise standards for entry into the teaching profession
• American Federation of Teachers (AFT): The AFT released a 

report in 2012 titled “Raising the Bar: Aligning and Elevating Teacher 
Preparation and the Teaching Profession,” in which they called for 
a bar exam-like test for licensure. Specifically, the report calls for 
a universal process for entry into the profession that includes an 
assessment of subject and pedagogical knowledge as well as a 
performance component. 51

• Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation 
(CAEP): For programs to meet CAEP accreditation requirements, 
the teacher preparation candidate cohort must meet or exceed a 
minimum 3.0 GPA. The cohort must also demonstrate an average 
group performance in the top 50 percent of ACT, SAT, or GRE scores. 
As of the 2016-17 academic year, the teacher preparation program 
determines whether these criteria are measured at admission or at 
some other time before program completion.52

• Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO): The CCSSO’s 
Network for Transforming Educator Preparation calls for states to 
reach a consensus on greater selectivity standards for licensure, 
including performance assessments that include multiple measures 
of educators’ ability to perform.53

• U.S. Department of Education: Under proposed regulations 
issued by the Education Department during the Obama adminis-
tration, compliance with a set of outcomes-based requirements 
aligned to CAEP accreditation standards would have been part of 
the eligibility conditions for preparation programs that wish to pro-
vide students with federal Teacher Education Assistance for College 
and Higher Education (TEACH) grants. These grants provide up to 
$4,000 per year to students in low-income schools who are prepar-
ing to enter the teaching workforce.54 In March 2017, President 
Donald Trump signed a bill overturning these regulations through 
the Congressional Review Act.55 

• National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ):* Since 2009, 
NCTQ has provided an analysis of each state’s teacher prepara-
tion and licensing policies and assigned a corresponding grade to 
each state based on that analysis. To receive a passing grade in its 
rankings of teacher preparation programs, programs must require 
teacher candidates to demonstrate that they are in the top 50 
percent of their college-bound class—in the top 50 percent of SAT 
or ACT scores or with at least a 3.0 GPA—for entry.56
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TABLE 1

Points of selection into the profession 

Selectivity criteria When assessed What states require

Test of academic proficiency 
normed to college-bound  
population

Varies. Three states require such an assessment before  
program entry, but others require it at some point before  
program completion.

Eighteen states and the District of Columbia require a test  
of academic proficiency normed to the general college-bound 
population.

GPA requirements

As of the 2016-17 academic year, in states seeking CAEP  
accreditation, providers can determine whether to assess  
this criterion at entry or at some other time before program 
completion.

Thirty-four states have GPA requirements for admission into 
teacher preparation programs, and 28 of these states require a 
cohort or individual GPA of 3.0 or higher, either through CAEP 
accreditation or state statute.

Licensure tests
Typically given after completion of a teacher preparation  
program; sometimes required for successful graduation  
from program.

All states require candidates to pass one or more exams to  
become a licensed teacher, although some states allow emergency 
credentials or extend teaching permits to nonlicensed teachers if 
districts receive hardship approval. In a few states, teachers may 
complete a performance assessment in lieu of one or more of the 
licensure tests.

State requirements for entry  
into the profession through  
alternative certification programs

Alternative certification programs require candidates to have 
bachelor’s degrees and often have a rigorous application  
process. Upon completion of such a program, states can  
mandate licensure tests or other steps before granting  
full licensure.

Forty-six states and the District of Columbia have at least one 
alternative teacher certificate program, which may or may not  
be based in an institution of higher education, or IHE. Many 
require that programs be for those who already have bachelor’s 
degrees, be clinically oriented, and have rigorous screening 
procedures for acceptance.

State requirements for  
emergency certification

Assessed prior to the teacher beginning to teach without  
supervision in a classroom; emergency certifications allow  
the person to begin teaching immediately, once granted,  
for up to one year. 

Most states have implemented alternative programs to address 
projected teacher shortages and replace emergency certification 
pathways. For those states that offer emergency certification, 
requirements vary, but in most states, teachers must have a 
bachelor’s degree.

Sources: Authors’ analysis is based on Kate Walsh, Nithya Joseph, and Autumn Lewis, “Within Our Grasp: Achieving Higher Admissions Standards in Teacher Prep” (Washington: National Council on Teacher Quality, 2016), 
available at http://www.nctq.org/dmsView/Admissions_Yearbook_Report; Sandi Jacobs and others, “2015 State Teacher Policy Yearbook: National Summary” (Washington: National Council on Teacher Quality, 2015), 
available at http://www.nctq.org/dmsStage/2015_State_Teacher_Policy_Yearbook_National_Summary_NCTQ_Report; Sandi Jacobs and others, “2015 State Teacher Policy Yearbook: Executive Summary” (Washington: 
National Council on Teacher Quality, 2015), available at http://www.nctq.org/dmsView/2015_State_Policy_Yearbook_Executive_Summary; Kate Walsh, Nithya Joseph, and Autumn Lewis, “Within Our Grasp: Achieving 
Higher Admissions Standards in Teacher Prep: Executive Summary” (Washington: National Council on Teacher Quality, 2016), available at http://www.nctq.org/dmsView/Admissions_Yearbook_Executive_Summary_
FINAL_649463; Educational Testing Service Praxis, “State Requirements,” available at https://www.ets.org/praxis/states (last accessed December 2016); EdTPA, “State edTPA Policy Overview,” available at https://secure.
aacte.org/apps/rl/res_get.php?fid=1014&ref=edtpa (last accessed December 2016); U.S. Department of Education, “2015 Title II Reports: National Teacher Preparation Data,” available at https://title2.ed.gov/Public/Home.
aspx# (last accessed December 2016); Office of Postsecondary Education, Preparing and Credentialing the Nation’s Teachers: The Secretary’s Ninth Report on Teacher Quality (U.S. Department of Education, 2013), available at 
https://title2.ed.gov/titleiireport13.pdf; National Education Association, “Research Spotlight on Alternative Routes To Teacher Certification: NEA Reviews of the Research on Best Practices in Education,” available at http://
www.nea.org/tools/16578.htm (last accessed June 2017).
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As states begin to make changes to various entry points into the teaching profes-
sion, some experts in the education policy community worry that these changes 
may have the unintended consequence of reducing the profession’s diversity. The 
academic foundation that prepares future teachers is cumulative. Unfortunately, 
this means that racial disparities in academic opportunities in elementary and 
secondary schools, high school graduation rates, and scores on entrance exams for 
postsecondary programs affect not only diversity in postsecondary programs but 
also diversity in the teaching pipeline.58 

The Center for American Progress (CAP) has previously called for more selec-
tivity in the teaching profession and increased diversity of the teacher work-
force.59 Therefore, when some in the education policy community raised these 
concerns, CAP decided to take a look at the data. But first, this report acknowl-
edges and responds to some of the challenges that exist when working toward 
these equally important goals.
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Challenges inherent in meeting 
selectivity and diversity goals

With the right strategies, it is possible to meet selectivity and diversity goals simul-
taneously, yet doing so presents unique challenges. 

Challenges to diversity

• The teacher pipeline has fewer potential teachers of color relative to the 

percentage of the U.S. population. Because of the systemic racism that still 
exists in U.S. society, people of color are more likely to have experienced poverty 
and received a lower-quality education than their white counterparts, yield-
ing a comparatively lower percentage of students of color who graduate from 
four-year institutions. Figure 1 illustrates how the pool shrinks from one major 
educational milestone to the next, first slowly, then precipitously. The current 
U.S. adult population is 65 percent white, non-Hispanic; 15 percent Hispanic 
or Latino; and 12 percent African American. Eight percent identify as another 
race or as more than one race.60 High school graduation and college enrollment 
rates are relatively similar to the racial and ethnic background of the population 
as a whole,61 but people of color are underrepresented among four-year college 
graduates as a result of various factors.

Nearly half of students of color are first-generation college students,62 and 
degree completion rates are lower than those of their peers among both 
students of color and first-generation students.63 As a result, among 25- to 
29-year-olds with a bachelor’s degree or higher, 69 percent are white, 9 per-
cent are Hispanic, and 9 percent are black/African American. The remaining 
13 percent of 25- to 29-year-olds with a bachelor’s degree identify as another 
race or as multiple races.64
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Students of color are even more underrepresented among graduates with edu-
cation majors, at least 82 percent of whom are white.65 This disparity could be 
related to a number of factors students of color face, including negative experi-
ences with the public education system;66 the additional costs and time involved 
for teacher credentialing;67 or pressure from their families to seek out higher-earn-
ing and higher-status jobs and career tracks.68 

The converse also holds true: In states where the percentage of students of 
color enrolling in higher education is higher, the percentage of students of color 
enrolled in teacher preparation programs also tends to be higher. (see Figure 2) 

Black and Hispanic teachers tend to enter the pipeline through nontraditional and 
alternative teaching routes at higher rates than they enter traditional programs. 
According to 2011 data, of all alternative certification candidates, 11 percent are 
black and 15 percent are Hispanic, versus only 5 and 4 percent, respectively, of 
all entrants from traditional preparation routes.69 As a result, alternative teaching 
routes prepare more than half of black and Hispanic teachers to enter the class-
room but prepare less than 20 percent of white teachers.70 

Another nontraditional way to enter the teaching profession is by teaching in a 
charter school, which does not require full licensure in many states but may require 
candidates to go through other hiring and selection processes.71 Teachers of color 
are better represented in charter schools: 30 percent of all charter school teachers are 
teachers of color, compared with 18 percent of traditional public school teachers.72

FIGURE 1

College enrollment, bachelor's degree graduates, 
and teacher preparation program graduates 

By race

Sources: Authors’ analysis is based on Jens Manual Krogstad and Richard Fry, “More Hispanics, blacks enrolling in college, but lag in 
bachelor’s degrees,” Pew Research Center, April 24, 2014, available at http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/04/24/more-hispan-
ics-blacks-enrolling-in-college-but-lag-in-bachelors-degrees/; American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education, “The Changing 
Teacher Preparation Profession” (2013), available at https://secure.aacte.org/apps/rl/res_get.php?fid=145. 
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• Much more lucrative and prestigious job choices exist for talented students, 

particularly students of color. The nationwide average salary for a doctor in 
general practice is $186,320; for an attorney, it is $133,470. For an elementary 
or middle school teacher, however, it is only $57,080.73 With relatively lower pay 
compared with other professions, working conditions that are often difficult, 
and little in the way of opportunities for career advancement, teaching can be a 
hard sell for talented students capable of entering any of these professions.

Low teaching salaries do not only affect teachers’ disposable income. For stu-
dents of color—who are disproportionately first-generation students74—low pay 
can make it difficult to repay student loans, purchase a home, or support family.75 

Overall share of 
postsecondary 

enrollment of 
people of color

FIGURE 2

Relationship between postsecondary enrollment of students of color 
and enrollment of students of color in preparation programs 

Sources: Authors’ analysis is based on U.S. Department of Education, "2015 Title II Reports: National Teacher Preparation Data: 
Enrollment, by state, by race/ethnicity, 2014,” available at https://title2.ed.gov/Public/DataTools/Tables.aspx (last accessed December 
2016); National Center for Education Statistics, "Table 306.60: Fall enrollment in degree-granting postsecondary institutions, by 
race/ethnicity of student and state or jurisdiction: 2014," available at https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d15/tables/dt15_306.60.asp 
(last accessed December 2016).
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For teachers who are their family’s breadwinner, salaries are often so low that 
they may qualify for means-tested assistance just to afford the daily necessities 
of life.76 High-achieving students of color are often heavily recruited by many far 
more lucrative sectors, ensuring that they are well-aware of other available career 
opportunities. For example, 83 percent of Standard & Poor’s 100 companies 
engage in diversity-focused outreach.77 

• Lower retention rates among teachers of color within the field exacerbate 

the diversity gap. There is evidence that minority teachers leave the field at 
higher rates than white teachers.78 Some report feeling isolated and misunderstood 
in schools where they are the only or one of only a handful of teachers of color.79 

• Although the pool of available teachers of color has increased over the past 

few decades, these changes in the teacher workforce cannot keep up with 

the growing diversity of the student population. Because the racial composi-
tion of the student population continues to shift at a faster rate than the teacher 
workforce, the diversity gap among the teacher workforce and the student 
population may not close for decades. To be sure, policymakers must imple-
ment long-term policy changes directed at recruiting and retaining teachers of 
color. But while this next generation of teachers emerges, schools and districts 
must act to find short-term solutions to address the present disconnect between 
the U.S. teacher workforce and its student population. Such short-term solu-
tions could include cultural competency training among the current teacher 
workforce. In sum, policymakers at all levels must prepare current teachers and 
teacher candidates to best serve minority students while making policy changes 
aimed at diversifying the profession in the long term.80 

Challenges to selectivity

• There are significant achievement gaps in standardized tests used for entry 

into the teaching profession. Due to educational inequities, achievement gaps 
between black and Latino students and their white peers begin early in students’ 
careers and persist on assessments taken in college and beyond.81 For example, 
an Educational Testing Service analysis of performance and passing rate differ-
ences of African American and white prospective teachers on the Praxis I—an 
assessment commonly used to determine entry into teacher preparation and 
alternative certification programs—41 percent, 44 percent, and 37 percent of 
African Americans pass the reading, writing, and math sections, respectively, the 
first time they take the Praxis I for licensure, while 82 percent, 80 percent, and 
78 percent of white test takers do so.82 
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TABLE 2

Differences in passing rates on Praxis I tests, by race

Reading Writing Mathematics

Percentage of first-time African 
American test-takers who passed

40.7 44.2 36.8

Percentage of first-time white 
test-takers who passed

81.5 79.5 78.2

Source: Michael T. Nettles and others, “Performance and Passing Rate Differences of African American and White Prospective Teachers on 
Praxis Examinations” (Princeton, NJ, and Washington: Educational Testing Service and National Education Association, 2011), available at 
https://www.ets.org/Media/Research/pdf/RR-11-08.pdf. 

The same troubling trend exists for licensure tests, which are typically taken at or 
near the completion of a preparation program and are a prerequisite to entering the 
teaching profession. Across many licensure exams, large gaps exist in the passage 
rates of white and African American potential teachers. On the Praxis II—a series of 
commonly used licensure tests that are subject-specific—African American test tak-
ers are much less likely than white test takers to pass the tests the first time; per Table 
3, this finding holds true across various subject and grade level Praxis II tests.83

TABLE 3

Summary of passing rates, by race, on mathematics, social studies,  
and English Praxis II tests

English content 
knowledge

Social studies  
content knowledge

Mathematics content 
knowledge

Percentage of first-time 
African American test-takers 
who passed

46.4 47.6 25.3

Percentage of first-time 
white test-takers who passed

88.7 83.9 72.6

Source: Michael T. Nettles and others, “Performance and Passing Rate Differences of African American and White Prospective Teachers on 
Praxis Examinations” (Princeton, NJ, and Washington: Educational Testing Service and National Education Association, 2011), available at 
https://www.ets.org/Media/Research/pdf/RR-11-08.pdf. 

On the other hand, performance-based assessments such as the edTPA provide 
a promising approach to reducing reliance on standardized test scores and the 
resulting racial disparities among the teacher workforce. The edTPA is a perfor-
mance assessment utilized by more than 600 college campuses in 40 states to 
evaluate teaching candidates according to a common set of pedagogical strategies. 
Analyses of candidates’ 2014 portfolios revealed only small differences in perfor-
mance across various ethnic and racial subgroups. What’s more, gaps in perfor-
mance across these subgroups decreased from 2013 to 2014.84 



15 Center for American Progress | America Needs More Teachers of Color and a More Selective Teaching Profession

• There is not definitive evidence concerning the appropriate academic bar for 

selectivity. While GPAs and standardized tests impart useful information, they 
are better predictors of college success than classroom teaching effectiveness, 
and there is no evidence that a specific GPA threshold is necessary to be a high-
performing teacher. Future research may reveal that the advent of new, more 
rigorous college- and career-ready standards will lead to a stronger link between 
teachers’ effectiveness and their prior academic performance, but the standards 
are currently too new to know for sure.

On the other hand, too much flexibility around academic selectivity standards 
can have the same effect as not having a standard at all. Very strict standards lack 
a strong research base and can arbitrarily exclude promising candidates. Rather 
than having a specific GPA bar for all candidates, implementing a cohort GPA 
requirement or a required average GPA of an education program’s incoming 
cohort allows for some flexibility for individual candidates while simultaneously 
raising the bar for entry into the profession. 

Despite these challenges, increasing both the diversity and the selectivity of the 
teaching profession is possible, and both states and teacher preparation pro-
grams are proving that it can be done.
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Emerging empirical data indicate 
that increasing both selectivity 
and diversity is possible 

As mentioned previously, some states have made significant efforts in recent 
years to increase the selectivity of the teaching profession by raising the bar for 
entry. Although there has been some recent backsliding, between 2011 and 
2015, 25 states raised the bar for selectivity through entrance examinations, 
GPA requirements, or both.85 This section looks at the states that implemented 
increased selectivity requirements before 2012; at how nearly all states have 
made some recent strides to increase the selectivity of their teacher preparation 
programs; and at two states that have successfully set a high bar for selectivity 
while maintaining or increasing diversity.

Changes to entrance exams for teacher preparation programs  
did not affect the diversity of education majors

Nine states—Alabama, Georgia, Hawaii, Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, Oregon, Rhode 
Island, and Texas—have increased the selectivity of their examinations for entry 
into teacher preparation programs between 2006 and 2014. In order to analyze 
the impact of changes to selectivity requirements, states must have made changes 
to entrance examinations before 2012 for these data to be available. In these states, 
we analyzed whether the percentage of students of color pursuing a degree in 
education declined after the state increased selectivity.

Busting the myth that diversity and selectivity in the teaching profession are at 
odds, these data show that in most states, the diversity of undergraduate educa-
tion majors actually grew following the increases in selectivity. (see Table 4) These 
changes tracked closely with the increasing diversity of these states’ overall under-
graduate student bodies; in some cases, the growth in diversity among education 
majors exceeded the rate of growth in the student body overall.
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Alabama was the only state in this analysis that saw a decrease in the percentage 
of students of color among education majors. However, the decrease was very 
small—1 percent—and the growth in students of color in the overall student 
body was only 2 percent. In all other states that increased the selectivity of entry 
into teacher preparation programs, the percentage of students of color increased 
among education majors as well as among the entire student body in the years 
examined. In Kentucky, for example, the percentage of students of color among 
education majors and the overall student body both increased by 6 percent. 
Hawaii, Indiana, and Texas also saw increases in diversity among education 
majors and the overall student body.

Most notably, in Georgia, Iowa, Oregon, and Rhode Island, the increases in the 
percentage of students of color among education majors exceeded the increases 
in students of color in the overall student body. In Georgia, the percentage 
of students of color among education majors grew 14 percent between 2006 
and 2014, while the increase in students of color in the overall student body 
amounted to 10 percent. Similarly, in Oregon, the percentage of students of 
color among education majors grew 8 percent, while the change in students of 
color in the overall student body increased by 5 percent. Rhode Island also fol-
lowed this trend, with an increase in education majors of 5 percent among stu-
dents of color and an overall increase of 4 percent. In Iowa, while the diversity 
of the overall student body decreased by 2 percent, the percentage of students of 
color majoring in education increased by 15 percent. 

What’s more, in the remaining 41 states and Washington, D.C.—which did 
not increase their selectivity standards during the time period analyzed—
five states—Arkansas, Washington, D.C., Massachusetts, Mississippi, and 
Tennessee—saw an overall decrease in the percentage of students of color 
among education majors, and 24 states saw less of an increase in the percent-
age of students of color among education majors than in their student bodies 
overall. In sum, these data belie the notion that increasing selectivity has a nega-
tive impact on diversity, instead suggesting that increasing selectivity may even 
encourage students of color to enter the field of education.
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TABLE 4

Preanalysis and postanalysis of demographics of undergraduate education majors  
and entire higher education student bodies, by state 

State

Share of education 
majors who are  

students of color, 
2006

Share of education 
majors who are 

students of color, 
2014

Change  
among  

education  
majors

Share of all  
students who  
are students  

of color, 2006

Share of all  
students who  
are students  

of color, 2014

Change  
among all  
students

Year of change  
to entrance  

exams

Alabama 36% 34% -1% 37% 39% 2% 2012

Alaska 33% 47% 14% 32% 47% 15% NA

Arizona 30% 51% 21% 40% 55% 15% NA

Arkansas 22% 20% -2% 25% 28% 3% NA

California 58% 61% 4% 58% 65% 7% NA

Colorado 17% 34% 16% 27% 35% 9% NA

Connecticut 16% 24% 8% 28% 37% 9% NA

Delaware 24% 28% 5% 33% 37% 4% NA

District of Columbia 76% 70% -6% 57% 53% -4% NA

Florida 35% 44% 9% 44% 54% 10% NA

Georgia 24% 38% 14% 37% 48% 10% 2011

Hawaii 60% 70% 10% 61% 74% 13% 2011

Idaho 11% 15% 4% 13% 17% 4% NA

Illinois 24% 32% 7% 34% 42% 8% NA

Indiana 10% 15% 5% 17% 23% 7% 2011

Iowa 10% 25% 15% 30% 28% -2% 2011

Kansas 14% 17% 3% 20% 30% 10% NA

Kentucky 10% 16% 6% 15% 20% 6% 2012

Louisiana 31% 32% 1% 35% 39% 4% NA

Maine 6% 15% 9% 9% 18% 8% NA

Maryland 33% 41% 7% 44% 50% 6% NA

Massachusetts 21% 19% -2% 30% 34% 3% NA

Michigan 14% 16% 2% 23% 25% 2% NA

Minnesota 11% 14% 3% 18% 25% 6% NA

Mississippi 48% 43% -4% 42% 43% 0% NA

Missouri 16% 17% 1% 25% 27% 2% NA

Montana 13% 14% 1% 15% 17% 1% NA

Nebraska 11% 15% 4% 14% 22% 7% NA

Nevada 31% 44% 13% 44% 55% 11% NA

New Hampshire 11% 18% 7% 22% 43% 22% NA

New Jersey 26% 33% 7% 41% 49% 8% NA

New Mexico 60% 69% 9% 59% 65% 6% NA

continues
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Selective GPA requirements are new, thus  
the effect on diversity remains to be determined

In addition to changes in entrance examinations for teacher preparation programs, 
many states have opted to implement a high school GPA requirement for students 
entering teacher preparation programs. While states such as Louisiana were making 
such changes as early as 1999,86 changes are ongoing. Higher GPA requirements took 
effect this past year in New Jersey,87 and such changes will take effect in Alabama in 
fall 2017.88 For this reason, it is not yet known how or whether these changes will 
affect the diversity of students enrolling in and graduating from teacher preparation 
programs. Nevertheless, it is illuminating to understand just how much the selectivity 
landscape has changed in recent years. Table 5 illustrates these changes.

State

Share of education 
majors who are  

students of color, 
2006

Share of education 
majors who are 

students of color, 
2014

Change  
among  

education  
majors

Share of all  
students who  
are students  

of color, 2006

Share of all  
students who  
are students  

of color, 2014

Change  
among all  
students

Year of change  
to entrance  

exams

New York 24% 30% 6% 41% 45% 4% NA

North Carolina 29% 31% 3% 35% 40% 6% NA

North Dakota 8% 14% 6% 12% 16% 5% NA

Ohio 13% 16% 2% 19% 22% 3% NA

Oklahoma 27% 30% 3% 27% 36% 9% NA

Oregon 17% 25% 8% 25% 30% 5% 2012

Pennsylvania 12% 15% 3% 22% 26% 4% NA

Rhode Island 17% 22% 5% 27% 31% 4% 2011

South Carolina 32% 32% 0% 33% 34% 1% NA

South Dakota 10% 16% 6% 17% 18% 2% NA

Tennessee 26% 23% -3% 26% 32% 5% NA

Texas 49% 58% 9% 46% 57% 10% 2011

Utah 15% 18% 3% 17% 23% 6% NA

Vermont 9% 15% 6% 14% 18% 5% NA

Virginia 41% 50% 9% 35% 44% 8% NA

Washington 19% 36% 16% 31% 38% 7% NA

West Virginia 9% 12% 4% 10% 28% 18% NA

Wisconsin 8% 13% 5% 14% 19% 5% NA

Wyoming 12% 15% 2% 14% 18% 4% NA

National average 23% 30% 7% 33% 41% 7%

Sources: Authors’ analysis is based on National Center for Education Statistics, “Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/ (last accessed December 2016). 
State-specific reports are from Sandi Jacobs and others, “2011 State Teacher Policy Yearbook” (Washington: National Council on Teacher Quality, 2012), available at http://www.nctq.org/dmsStage/2011_State_
Teacher_Policy_Yearbook_National_Summary_NCTQ_Report; Sandi Jacobs and others, “2012 State Teacher Policy Yearbook” (Washington: National Council on Teacher Quality, 2013), available at http://www.nctq.org/
dmsStage/2012_State_Teacher_Policy_Yearbook_National_Summary_NCTQ_Report.
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Changes to GPA requirements have been ongoing for a number of years, but 
increasing the standard enough to ensure a more meaningful bar for entry is a 
relatively new phenomenon. In 2013, Delaware was the first state in the nation to 
institute a 3.0 GPA requirement,92 although many states have since followed suit. 
CAEP has only existed as an organization since 2013, and it wasn’t until 2016 
that its accreditation standards were fully implemented, so many of these states 
are just now phasing in their new GPA requirements.93 What’s more, in summer 
2016, CAEP agreed to allow programs to determine for themselves when to verify 
their students’ academic abilities—either at entry or at some other point before 
program completion.94 With this change, the number of states requiring a 3.0 GPA 
at entry into teacher preparation programs declined from 25 states to the 11 states 
that have written their entry requirements into law.95 

Despite these recent changes in CAEP’s accreditation standards, however, many 
programs have maintained their rigorous entry requirements. In a recent study 
of 221 undergraduate elementary programs, for example, NCTQ found that the 
majority of programs exceeded their states’ GPA and testing requirements under 
CAEP’s former standards. Even in those states that require CAEP accreditation 
but no longer require students to demonstrate their academic ability at entry, 
more than half the programs maintained the original CAEP requirements.96

CAEP and GPA requirements
Some states that have adopted a 3.0 cohort GPA standard have done so by requiring 
teacher preparation programs to be accredited by the Council for the Accreditation 
of Educator Preparation (CAEP).89 CAEP accreditation requires a teacher preparation 
program to ensure that: 

The average GPA of its accepted cohort of candidates meets or exceeds the CAEP 
minimum of 3.0.

The group average performance on nationally normed ability achievement assess-
ments—such as ACT, SAT, or GRE—is in the top 50 percent.90

Currently, 22 states require their public colleges and university educator preparation 
programs to have CAEP accreditation.91 An additional eight states have a 3.0 GPA re-
quirement—either cohort or individual—even though they do not require all teacher 
preparation programs in their state to be CAEP-certified.
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TABLE 5

State GPA requirements for educator preparation program candidates

State

Does state law  
require a minimum 

individual or  
cohort GPA?

Individual GPA  
cutoff point for  
each applicant

Minimum average  
GPA of entire  

incoming class

Does state require public  
colleges and university  

educator preparation programs  
to be CAEP accredited?

Alabama* Yes 2.75** 3.0 No

Alaska No -- -- No

Arizona No -- -- No

Arkansas* No -- 3.0 Yes

California No -- -- No

Colorado No -- -- No

Connecticut Yes 2.7 -- No

Delaware* Yes 3.0 3.0 Yes

District of Columbia No 3.0 3.0 Yes

Florida Yes 2.5 -- No

Georgia* Yes 2.5 3.0 No

Hawaii* No -- 3.0 Yes

Idaho No -- -- Yes

Illinois No -- -- No

Indiana* No -- 3.0 Yes

Iowa No -- -- No

Kansas No -- -- Yes

Kentucky Yes 2.75 -- No

Louisiana* Yes 2.2 3.0 Yes

Maine No -- -- No

Maryland No -- 3.0
Yes, but only required for institutions 

with 2,000 or more students

Massachusetts No -- -- No

Michigan* No -- 3.0 Yes

Minnesota No -- -- No

Mississippi* Yes 2.75 3.0 No

Missouri No -- -- No

Montana* Yes -- 3.0 No

Nebraska Yes 2.5 -- No

Nevada No -- -- No

New Hampshire No -- -- No

continues
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State

Does state law  
require a minimum 

individual or  
cohort GPA?

Individual GPA  
cutoff point for  
each applicant

Minimum average  
GPA of entire  

incoming class

Does state require public  
colleges and university  

educator preparation programs  
to be CAEP accredited?

New Jersey* Yes 2.75 3.0 Yes

New Mexico No -- -- No

New York* No -- 3.0 Yes

North Carolina* Yes 2.7 3.0 Yes

North Dakota* No -- 3.0 Yes

Ohio* No -- 3.0 Yes

Oklahoma* Yes 3.0 3.0 Yes

Oregon* No -- 3.0 Yes

Pennsylvania* Yes 3.0*** -- No

Rhode Island* Yes 2.75 3.0 No

South Carolina* Yes 2.75 3.0 Yes

South Dakota Yes 2.5 -- No

Tennessee* Yes 2.75 3.0 Yes

Texas* Yes 2.5 3.0 No

Utah* Yes 3.0 -- Yes

Vermont No -- -- No

Virginia No 3.0 3.0 No

Washington No -- -- No

West Virginia* Yes -- 3.0 Yes

Wisconsin Yes 2.5 -- No

Wyoming* No -- 3.0 Yes 

* Information for these states was gathered from Appendix C in National Council on Teacher Quality, “Within Our Grasp: Achieving Higher Admissions Standards in Teacher Prep” 
(2016), available at http://www.nctq.org/dmsStage/Admissions_Yearbook_Report. As of the publication of this report, “Within Our Grasp” contained the most updated information 
for these states specifically. Only these states saw changes in their admissions policies after CAEP changed its selection standards in summer 2016. For all other states, the informa-
tion in columns B through D was gathered from several individual state reports from NCTQ’s “2015 State Teacher Policy Yearbook” as well as Figure 3 in the “National Summary.” 
Information for nonasterisked states in column E was gathered from Appendix C, row 3 of Council of Chief State School Officers, “Accountability in Teacher Preparation: Policies and 
Data in the 50 States & DC” (2016), available at http://www.ccsso.org/Documents/2016/50StateScan092216.pdf. The only exception to this is Alaska, since CCSSO could not verify 
whether Alaska required CAEP accreditation of its EPPs, and NCTQ’s 2015 policy yearbook indicates that Alaska does not require CAEP accreditation. In column E, the information 
for states marked with an asterisk was updated using Appendix C in “Within Our Grasp.” In cases where discrepencies between the sources arose—for example, for Utah and West 
Virginia—the authors communicated directly with the authors of the reports for clarification and made a determination based on those communications.
** This higher GPA requirement takes effect in fall 2017.  
*** Programs may admit applicants with a 2.8 GPA and qualifying scores on a basic skills test or the SAT or ACT.
Sources: Authors’ analysis based on Kate Walsh, Nithya Joseph, and Autumn Lewis, “Within Our Grasp: Achieving Higher Admissions Standards in Teacher Prep” (Washington: 
National Council on Teacher Quality, 2016), available at http://www.nctq.org/dmsView/Admissions_Yearbook_Report. State-specific and national summary data are from Sandi 
Jacobs and others, “2015 State Teacher Policy Yearbook” (Washington: National Council on Teacher Quality, 2015), available at http://www.nctq.org/dmsStage/2015_State_
Teacher_Policy_Yearbook_National_Summary_NCTQ_Report; Council of Chief State School Officers, “Accountability in Teacher Preparation: Policies and Data in the 50 States 
& DC” (2016), available at http://www.ccsso.org/Documents/2016/50StateScan092216.pdf; Personal communication from Elizabeth Ross, managing director of state policy, 
National Council on Teacher Quality, June 22, 2017; Personal communication from Charles Coble, partner, Teacher Preparation Analytics, June 22, 2017; Personal communication 
from Michael Allen, partner, Teacher Preparation Analytics, June 22, 2017.
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Because of the recent nature of these changes, more years of data are needed to do 
the type of analysis the authors completed for changes in entrance exam require-
ments, even for states that enacted these changes first. Although much of this work 
is still in its earliest phases, a few states have done an exemplary job of thinking 
through interactions between selectivity and diversity and making a concerted 
effort to ensure that they are achieving both. The efforts in Rhode Island and New 
York are profiled below, showing that it is possible to create effective policies with 
an eye toward these dual goals.

Rhode Island 

Prior to 2013, most Rhode Island teacher preparation programs required a mini-
mum 2.5 GPA for admission, which did not even denote an academic rank within 
the top 50 percent of the incoming college-bound class. 97 And while diversity was 
encouraged, the percentage of diverse teaching candidates lagged far behind the 
percentage of diverse students in Rhode Island classrooms, just as in most other 
states.98 With support from the governor and the state’s board of education, the 
Rhode Island Department of Education (RIDE) began an extensive information-
gathering process in 2011 that culminated in new standards for educator prepa-
ration. These standards were groundbreaking in their regard for both greater 
academic selectivity and increased teacher diversity.99 

The standards, which are closely aligned with the state’s K-12 education and 
equity strategic plans, identify five components of educator preparation pro-
grams required for continued state approval. The standard 3, “Candidate Quality, 
Recruitment, and Assessment,” is described as follows: 

Approved programs demonstrate responsibility for the quality of candidates 
by ensuring that development of candidate quality is the goal of educator 
preparation in all phases of the program—from recruitment, at admission, 
through the progression of courses and clinical experiences—and in decisions 
that program completers are prepared to be effective educators and are recom-
mended for certification.

Three of the six subcomponents of standard 3 as listed by RIDE relate to recruit-
ment and admission:
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• 3.1 Diversity of Candidates: Approved programs recruit, admit, and sup-
port high-quality candidates who reflect the diversity of Rhode Island’s PK-12 
students.

• 3.3 Admission Standards for Academic Achievement and Ability: Approved 
programs set admissions requirements that meet or exceed RIDE expectations 
as set forth in documented guidance and gather data to monitor applicants and 
admitted candidates.

• 3.6 Additional Selectivity Criteria: Approved programs define, monitor, and 
assess, at entry and throughout the program, evidence of candidates’ profes-
sional dispositions, and other research-based traits, such as leadership abilities, 
resilience, and perseverance, that are critical to educator effectiveness.100 

RIDE is the first state education agency to endorse a plan to hold teacher prep 
programs accountable for candidate diversity rates. According to Cameron Berube, 
a former RIDE education quality and certification specialist, “The value of teacher 
diversity has been stated time and again by our state leadership, in our statewide stra-
tegic plan documents, and by our teachers, parents, and students, so writing it into 
our standards was the logical next step.”101 In recognition that the state is blazing a 
new trail, however, RIDE has built in an extended data collection period to precede 
specification of targets. It will collect and publish diversity rates for each program 
and use the information to support conversations among teacher preparation pro-
gram leaders, RIDE, and the public to formally hold programs accountable.102

Other new requirements for teacher preparation admissions standards, however, 
have already gone into effect. Rhode Island has joined several other states in requir-
ing preparation programs to raise GPA and standardized test score requirements to 
align with CAEP’s recommendations. The admitted candidate cohort mean GPA 
must now meet or exceed 3.0, and the mean score of admissions assessments—
ACT, SAT, or GRE—must meet an annual benchmark of the top 50 percent of the 
national distribution in the 2016-17 school year. The benchmark score will gradually 
increase, moving to the top 40 percent in 2018-19 and the top 33 percent by 2020.103 

As for individual admissions into teacher preparation programs, each candidate 
must have a minimum 2.75 GPA as an undergraduate and a 3.0 for graduate 
degrees, with some flexibility for admitting candidates who do not meet all of 
the entrance requirements. Conditional acceptance policies and programs, how-
ever, must include supports for remediation and receive approval from RIDE.104 
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Rhode Island takes these requirements further than most states, joining only 
Delaware in articulating clear state policy that requires higher GPA and stan-
dardized test scores outright.105

RIDE has left programs more discretion to identify and adopt the additional 
selectivity criteria that indicate other “research-based traits … that are critical to 
educator effectiveness.”106 Each school will select, implement, and justify its own 
additional measures. RIDE notes that it will continue to use quarterly meetings 
with program deans and directors to unpack and understand the new expectations 
and to identify next steps.

Berube credits consistent and transparent communications; ample opportuni-
ties for community input; and a spirit of collaboration and partnership among 
RIDE, local education agencies, and teacher preparation programs with bringing 
this package of new higher standards from design to reality. In conversations with 
major stakeholders around contentious topics, state leaders demonstrated a will-
ingness to recalibrate based on stakeholder critiques. In its decision to raise the 
statewide GPA threshold, for example, RIDE was aware of the research showing 
that the relationship between GPA and teacher effectiveness is small. Therefore, it 
responded by building limited flexibility into the system by requiring the 3.0 GPA 
requirement at the cohort, rather than the individual, level.107

Future challenges include ensuring that the state maintains the necessary capacity 
for the regular feedback and support that education quality and feedback specialists 
provide preparation program leaders with, especially as additional programs enter 
the state. The aspiration to do so reflects RIDE’s strong conviction that meaningful 
accountability and support for preparation partners is the most effective means of 
meeting pre-K through 12th grade schools’ teacher pipeline demands.108 

New York

As concerns grew in the 1980s and 1990s in New York state that the average aca-
demic ability of teachers was in decline—a nationwide phenomenon that policy 
experts attributed in part to expanding career opportunities for women, who make 
up the vast majority of the teaching profession—the state set about finding ways 
to reverse this trend.109
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Beginning in 1998, the state made a series of changes to its regulation of teacher 
preparation programs, emergency certificates, and alternative certification. A 
timeline summarizing the state’s policy changes is below: 

• 1998: Coursework requirements and accreditation for teacher prepara-

tion programs changed. The New York State Education Department Board of 
Regents enacted new requirements for teachers to take a broad core of courses 
across the liberal arts and sciences, in addition to having a pedagogical core, a 
major or equivalent in the certification subject area, and 100 hours of clinical 
experiences.110

• 2000: Regents approved the first alternative teacher certification program. 

The state began to allow alternative preparation programs for individuals who 
already possessed a bachelor’s degree with at least 30 credits in the subject in 
which they sought certification. The first such program was approved in July 
2000; as of 2010, there were 24 alternative certification programs in the state, 
with the majority of them primarily operating in the New York City region.111

• 2001: All teacher education programs were reviewed and reregistered. This 
review was conducted in 110 institutions and 3,493 programs across the state. 
After the review, about one-third of the programs were required to make addi-
tional changes in order to continue operating. After being given the chance to 
improve, 3 percent of programs were denied reregistration.112 

• 2003: Temporary teaching licenses were mostly eliminated. The regents’ goal 
was to ensure that by 2009, all beginning teachers in the state would have com-
pleted a state-approved teacher preparation program or a comparable program 
in another state. To reach this goal, the state eliminated something called indi-
vidual evaluation—a certification pathway essentially in the form of a transcript 
review that was commonly taken by teachers in hard-to-staff subjects who would 
not have otherwise met the certification criteria—as well as other emergency 
certification pathways and temporary licenses.113

• 2004: First- and second-stage licenses were given new requirements. To earn 
the first-stage initial certificate, applicants had to pass three certification exams, 
including one in their content area. To continue teaching and to earn a second-
stage license, teachers had to be mentored by an experienced teacher in their 
first year and earn a master’s degree within five years. In addition, the second-
stage license was changed from a lifetime license to one that teachers had to 
renew every five years by completing 175 professional development hours.114 
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• 2006: All preparation programs were required to be accredited. To continue 
to be granted state approval, programs were required to demonstrate that at least 
80 percent of their graduates passed at least one of the state’s certification exams. 
Further, programs had to receive accreditation by CAEP or the regents no later 
than the end of 2006.115

These policy changes resulted in remarkable changes to the selectivity of the 
teaching profession in New York. After more than a decade of decline, the aca-
demic ability of teachers in the state increased progressively beginning in 1999, 
with more teachers being drawn from the top third of the SAT distribution. These 
improvements held true across subjects, grade levels, and regions. The improve-
ments in the qualifications and academic ability of teachers were most evident in 
high-poverty schools, which previously had a disproportionate share of teachers 
with emergency certificates or temporary licenses. These teachers typically had 
lower SAT scores and undergraduate college selectivity than certified teachers. As 
a result of these improvements, the difference in teachers’ prior academic per-
formance in high- and low-poverty schools in the state narrowed. After the state 
made these changes, low-income students were more likely to be taught by teach-
ers whose academic abilities matched those of teachers in more affluent schools.116 

During the time period examined—1999–2005—the selectivity of the colleges that 
future teachers attended also increased. In fact, the academic ability of all enter-
ing teachers increased considerably across the board. For example, the percentage 
of entering teachers from the top third of the SAT distribution increased by 5.7 
percentage points at the most competitive institutions—from 65.1 to 70.8. It also 
increased by 8.1 percentage points at the least competitive institutions—from 11.7 
to 19.8. The end result of these changes was a 13 percent increase in the share of stu-
dents from the top third of the SAT distribution; by 2010, this meant that 40 percent 
of teachers in New York state came from the top third of their class based on SAT 
scores, compared with less than 30 percent in 1999. These improvements in teach-
ers’ academic ability were even greater in hard-to staff subjects and in New York City, 
which relied most heavily on emergency certificates prior to these policy changes.117

As New York state increased selectivity requirements, it also increased the diversity 
of its teacher workforce. From 1999 to 2010, the percentage of teachers in the state 
who were not white or Asian grew by 50 percent, increasing from 16 percent to 24 
percent.118 In addition, the average SAT score of nonwhite, non-Asian teachers in the 
state increased significantly more than the SAT scores of white and Asian teachers.119 



28 Center for American Progress | America Needs More Teachers of Color and a More Selective Teaching Profession

Although New York state did not specifically set out to increase the diversity of its 
teacher workforce when making these changes, it was able to accomplish this goal 
while significantly increasing the selectivity of the profession.

Yet it is important to include a closing word of caution about New York. The basic 
skills tests required for entry into teacher preparation in the state—only a small 
part of the selectivity measures described above—have recently come under fire 
for being biased against African American and Latino test takers, as their passage 
rates are significantly lower than those of white test takers. This is also the case 
with other tests given for entry into teacher preparation programs. See Table 2 for 
similar data related to the Praxis I.

There have now been a few successful lawsuits brought to challenge various ver-
sions of these tests, with rulings centering on tenuous connections between the 
skills being tested and those necessary to do the job.120 To address some of these 
underlying concerns, the TeachNY Advisory Council, supported by a grant from 
the New York State Department of Education, drafted policy recommendations in 
May 2016 around teacher preparation recruitment, selection, and cultural compe-
tence in the hopes of finding ways to improve teacher quality and diversity.121 

Programs that have done an exemplary job of significantly 
increasing diversity while maintaining a high bar for selectivity 

While several states have been successful at increasing the selectivity of their teacher 
preparation programs through statewide policies, these programs also have consider-
able leeway to make their own entrance requirements more selective. States have the 
ability to increase selectivity while maintaining or modestly increasing diversity, but 
programs have the ability to use recruitment to both increase the pool of qualified 
candidates and take a more individualized and personalized approach. Together, 
these tools can have a dramatic effect. This is important because marginal increases 
in teachers of color will not be enough to ensure that the teacher workforce more 
closely reflects the diversity of the nation’s students.

The table below shows 54 teacher preparation institutions from states across the 
country that house programs in which the student body is diverse and selected for 
their high GPAs or for being at the top of the class for college-bound high school 
students. While these institutions may not be highly selective overall, the teacher 
preparation programs housed within them have taken it upon themselves to main-
tain a high bar for program entry.
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TABLE 6

Institutions with at least one teacher preparation  
program that is both diverse and selective 

College or university State College or university State

Alma College MI Montclair State University NJ

Arcadia University PA National Louis University IL

Arizona State University AZ The Ohio State University OH

Auburn University AL Oral Roberts University OK

Barnard College NY Point Park University PA

Belmont University TN Prairie View A&M University TX

Carroll College MT Rice University TX

Cedarville University OH Saint Joseph’s University PA

Cheyney University of Pennsylvania PA Saint Martin’s University WA

Clayton State University GA State University of New York at Old Westbury NY

College of Charleston SC Texas Christian University TX

College of William and Mary VA Texas Southern University TX

Colorado State University CO Texas Wesleyan University TX

DePaul University IL Touro College NY

Georgia College & State University GA University of California, Irvine CA

Gonzaga University WA University of California, San Diego CA

Greensboro College NC University of Detroit Mercy MI

Iowa State University IA University of Georgia GA

Kean University NJ University of Houston TX

Knox College IL University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign IL

LeTourneau University TX University of North Carolina at Charlotte NC

Lincoln University PA University of Redlands CA

Long Island University Post NY University of Virginia VA

Loyola Marymount University CA University of Washington WA

Madonna University MI Vanderbilt University TN

Mercer University GA Walla Walla University WA

Mercyhurst University PA Wilson College PA

Note: For an undergraduate program, selectivity here connotes that the program includes a 3.0 minimum or 3.3 cohort GPA, as well as a requirement that candidates be 
in the top half of the college-going population on the SAT, ACT, or other standardized test or have an average SAT score at or above 1120 or an average ACT score at or 
above 24. For a graduate program, selectivity means that the program requires either a 3.0 minimum or 3.3 cohort GPA and requires applicants to provide GRE scores or 
to audition. Undergraduate programs met the criteria for diversity if they were relatively more racially diverse than the university as a whole. Graduate programs met the 
criteria for diversity if they were relatively more racially diverse than the state’s teacher corps, as determined by the state’s Title II report and the 2008 National Center for 
Education Statistics Schools and Staffing Survey. (see source below for more information)
Source: Julie Greenberg, Kate Walsh, and Arthur McKee, “2014 Teacher Prep Review: A Review of the Nation’s Teacher Preparation Programs” (Washington: National Council 
on Teacher Quality, 2014), p. 35, available at http://www.nctq.org/dmsView/Teacher_Prep_Review_2014_Report. 
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The next subsections talk in-depth about three programs that have increased diver-
sity while also increasing the rigor of their selection processes: Loyola Marymount 
University’s (LMU) School of Education, Teach For America (TFA), and the 
Boston Teacher Residency (BTR). The first program highlighted is taken directly 
from Table 6 and has received accolades from a number of organizations for its 
selectivity and commitment to diversity, not just in its student body but also in the 
coursework it provides to prospective teachers and in its community partnerships.

Loyola Marymount University’s School of Education

LMU has been recognized by the American Association of Colleges of Teacher 
Education (AACTE) and NCTQ for designing programs that are both selective 
and diverse. Located in Los Angeles, LMU offers credential, certificate, master’s, 
and doctoral programs to aspiring teachers.122 According to NCTQ’s report, LMU 
“[d]raws in candidates who are not only capable but will also add to the diversity 
of the schools where they will teach.”123

LMU ensures that its students meet rigorous selection requirements. In 2013, the 
average minimum GPA entrance requirement nationwide for a bachelor’s degree 
in education was 2.6.124 The average GPA of students admitted to LMU in 2015 
was 3.3, higher than the 3.24 average GPA of students admitted to undergraduate 
teacher preparation programs across the country.125 In the master’s degree pro-
gram, the admission rate was 32 percent;126 by contrast, two-thirds of all teacher 
preparation programs nationwide—both undergraduate and graduate—accept 
more than half of their applicants.127

LMU selects teacher candidates through a holistic set of criteria, including GPA, 
disposition for the classroom, commitment to serving diverse communities, and a 
rigorous subject matter exam—the California Subject Examinations for Teachers.128 
Once admitted, LMU uses curricula and assessments designed to prepare teachers 
for diverse student populations of their own. Of the 25 total proficiencies or compe-
tencies that the LMU School of Education uses to assess all candidates, 40 percent 
are diversity-specific, including some that focus on English language and special 
needs learners.129 LMU believes that this focus on diversity in its coursework helps 
the university attract more diverse teacher candidates. According to LMU’s School 
of Education and Graduate Studies Dean Shane P. Martin, “It’s about relationship 
building, engagement, fit—when students see themselves in the curricula and the 
relationships they have with their professors, they want to be there.”130
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In 2016, LMU’s School of Education received AACTE’s Best Practice Award in 
Support of Multicultural Education and Diversity.131 According to AACTE, all of 
the teacher preparation programs at LMU are “grounded in principles such as the 
promotion of social justice, cultural responsiveness, inclusion, value and respect 
for all individuals, and leadership that is moral, intellectual, responsible, and car-
ing.”132 AACTE recognized LMU for prioritizing diversity in its curriculum, as 
well as admitting culturally and linguistically diverse teacher candidates.133 

The school employs sociocultural and constructivist theories to train its teacher 
candidates to recognize and capitalize on the diverse communities in which 
teacher candidates live and teach. “The pathway of instruction might look a little 
different in one community than another,” Martin said. “You look at all of the 
things children bring to school, from their traditions, home communities, and 
look at them as assets—and good teachers learn how to build on that.”134

In addition to placing issues of diversity front and center in the school’s curricu-
lum, LMU also recruits diverse, high-achieving applicants by prioritizing relation-
ships with promising candidates. In fall 2014, 66 percent of the 1,412 candidates 
enrolled in LMU’s programs were students of color.135 Another of LMU’s strate-
gies for increasing diversity is to provide substantial financial aid to its students. In 
2015, LMU gave financial support to 81 percent of its student population.136 “We 
are always looking for high-quality applicants from historically underrepresented 
groups,” Martin said. “When we identify those students, we try to engage them in a 
relationship to ensure that whatever it will take to recruit them, we are able to do.”137

LMU’s commitment to diversity extends beyond its student population. In fall 
2014, 46 percent of LMU’s School of Education full-time faculty members and 40 
percent of part-time faculty members were people of color.138 Additionally, students 
at LMU benefit from a variety of community partnerships between LMU and 
diverse local organizations and schools. LMU’s teacher preparation programs serve 
approximately 250 schools across 20 school districts.139 In the fall 2015 term, LMU 
placed 330 students in clinical residencies in the Los Angeles Unified School District 
alone,140 one of the most diverse school districts in the country.141 LMU also serves 
as an exclusive partner with TFA in Los Angeles and San Francisco. Through this 
partnership, LMU provides graduate training, coaching, and support to a diverse 
cohort of Teach For America corps members in California.142 
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Teach For America

TFA is a nonprofit organization that recruits, selects, trains, and supports 
high-achieving individuals—about two-thirds of whom are recent college 
graduates—to teach for at least two years in low-income schools nationwide.143 
Founder Wendy Kopp made diversity an explicit goal, saying “My own belief 
and conviction is that we were not going to be successful if we weren’t diverse. 
… My conviction in this grew over time as I saw firsthand the added value 
that people who shared the background of their students could bring—in the 
classroom, in grounding our staff discussions, in inspiring the confidence and 
trust in our communities.”144 TFA believes that, in order to address the complex 
challenges faced by the communities where corps members teach, their teachers 
must represent “a range of perspectives and experiences.”145

TFA considers it an essential part of its mission to recruit both high-quality and 
diverse teachers, employing innovative techniques and investing considerable 
time and effort toward these ends. In the 2015-16 school year, 50 percent of its 
corps members were people of color—versus 18 percent across all teacher prepa-
ration programs. This makes TFA one of the most diverse teacher preparation 
programs in the country.146 

TFA’s success in recruiting a diverse corps is based on a strategy of hands-on 
recruitment that actively works to reach students of color where they are. The 
entire recruitment team is responsible for meeting the organization’s diversity 
goals, and they receive specialized training to help them connect with potential 
applicants from many backgrounds. The organization makes a point of meeting 
with candidates individually or in small groups to begin building relationships, 
rather than waiting for potential candidates to come to them. 

With the help of a data dashboard, recruiters set goals around the number of 
face-to-face contacts they will make with students of color and track indicators 
of progress toward those goals. They research which campuses have the highest 
percentage of students of color and speak to classes and student organizations 
about the benefits of TFA; they have visited more than 25 historically black col-
leges and universities (HBCUs) and multiple colleges with large Latino student 
populations. They also frequently seek input from current corps members of color 
to ensure that TFA is a place where people of color feel comfortable and welcome, 
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since word of mouth from current and former members is one of TFA’s most 
important recruitment tools. The effort to ensure that TFA is a welcoming envi-
ronment includes developing cultural competence in its staff members, and over 
the past few years, TFA has launched an organizationwide, multisession diversity 
series focused on how the organization is working to live up to its core values in 
regards to diversity.147

TFA’s selection process is known for its intensity and the fact that only 14 percent 
to 16 percent of applicants are admitted. Applicants advance through progres-
sively difficult rounds of screening, including an application review, a phone inter-
view, an online activity, and a full-day final round that consists of a live interview, 
sample lesson, and group problem-solving activity. This selectivity fuels a virtuous 
cycle: Since only the most qualified candidates make the cut, the program’s cachet 
has skyrocketed. This keeps the number of applicants in the pool high, which in 
turn allows TFA to remain selective. In the past few years, however, mirroring a 
nationwide trend of declining teacher preparation program enrollment, applica-
tions have gone down significantly.148 

The organization takes a holistic approach to selection, rather than “using a blunt 
instrument like cut scores on Praxis or content exams, which can dramatically 
impact diversity in a negative way,” says Anne Mahle, who currently serves as 
senior vice president for public partnerships but led recruitment for many years.149 
Although the average GPA of corps members is 3.42, TFA maintains a relatively 
low cutoff requirement of 2.5 and instead places greater emphasis on candidate 
evaluations designed to measure characteristics that TFA’s research has shown its 
most effective teachers share. These include:

• A deep belief in the potential of all kids and a commitment to do whatever 
it takes to expand the opportunities for students, often with a perspective 
informed by experience in low-income communities and an understanding  
of the systemic challenges of poverty and racism

• Demonstrated leadership ability in a variety of settings
• Strong achievement in academic, professional, extracurricular, and/or  

volunteer settings
• Perseverance in the face of challenges, ability to adapt to challenging environ-

ments, and a strong desire to do whatever it takes to improve and develop
• Long-term commitment to reaching goals and a strong desire to improve and 

develop, both personally and professionally
• Excellent organizational ability, including planning well and managing  

responsibilities effectively
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• Excellent interpersonal skills and a proven ability to motivate others
• Respect for individuals’ diverse experiences and the ability to work effectively 

with people from a variety of backgrounds150 

Applicants are assessed on each of the above characteristics throughout the 
screening process. 

TFA’s strategy has also paid off in terms of teachers’ performance once in the class-
room. North Carolina, Louisiana, and Tennessee all independently concluded 
that TFA corps members were the most effective out of recent graduates from 
other teacher preparation programs with which they had worked.151 A controlled 
study conducted by Mathematica found that students taught by TFA teachers 
earned higher math scores than students taught by non-TFA teachers with similar 
years of experience; the TFA-taught students learned approximately 2.6 months 
of additional material in math during the school year.152 Similarly, another study 
found that TFA first to third grade teachers’ students grew 1.3 additional months 
in reading compared with their peers who had non-TFA teachers.153

With the recovering economy and more career choices available for college gradu-
ates, recruitment has become more challenging, but TFA is committed to main-
taining its diverse and talented workforce.154 Mahle explained, “The opportunity 
to give back to their communities in a meaningful way and to have an impact in 
their work has been a very strong draw for all Millennials, including teachers of 
color, and I’m sure it will continue to be.”155

Boston Teacher Residency 

The BTR program began as a partnership between the Boston Public Schools 
(BPS) and the Boston Plan for Excellence (BPE), an education nonprofit formed 
in 1984.156 The BTR was created in 2002 to address Boston’s most pressing teacher 
pipeline challenges: 

• A shortage of teachers in high-needs areas, such as math, science, special educa-
tion, and teachers of English language learners

• A shortage of people of color entering the teacher workforce
• High teacher turnover of new teachers in BPS157
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The BTR is designed to be accessible to community members of all ages, includ-
ing career-changers who bring valuable skills from other sectors. Residents’ initial 
training year combines graduate-level coursework and classroom co-teaching 
experience with a mentor teacher, who is the teacher-of-record. Under the tute-
lage of their mentors, residents take on increasing responsibility over the course 
of the preparation year. Residents receive a living stipend, tuition remittance, and 
ongoing professional development, and they commit to teach in BPS for at least 
three years after their preparation year.158

Across BPS, just one-third of teachers are black and Latino, and yet more than 
two-thirds of the student population are black and Latino.159 The BTR was 
founded with the commitment that half its participants would be teachers of color, 
and BTR graduates are more racially and ethnically diverse than other new teach-
ers in BPS.160 As Kimberley Ednie, BPE’s former director of talent, stated:

Given the incredible diversity of the student population in Boston, diversity in 
the teacher workforce is critical to help students to see themselves as scholars and 
future leaders. Students in Boston need more access to high-quality, ambitious 
teachers of color who are culturally responsive, who believe in and are committed 
to students’ long-term success, and who can help students to see and capitalize 
on their strengths.161 

Admission to the BTR is highly competitive, and the cohort of 600 that have 
graduated since 2004 have shown promising results. BTR graduates tend to 
teach in BPS for longer periods of time, and they teach in high-need areas such 
as math, science, special education, and tend to be teachers of English language 
learners. Additionally, almost half of BTR graduates are teachers of color. Of the 
BTR graduates who have been placed in BPS teaching jobs, 71 percent remain 
teaching in BPS after their sixth year, compared with 51 percent of their peers. 
Fifty-five percent of secondary graduates teach math or science, and 37 percent 
of graduates teach students who are English language learners or who have spe-
cial learning needs. Forty-nine percent of BTR graduates are teachers of color, 
with 35 percent identifying as African American or Latino.162 What’s more, 
graduates with four or five years of experience have been found to outperform 
other veteran BPS teachers, and 97 percent of principals would recommend hir-
ing a BTR graduate to a colleague.163
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Like TFA, the BTR reviews candidates’ applications comprehensively rather than 
using one or a few measures as a primary factor. While prior evidence of strong 
academic performance is essential, evaluators also consider a candidate’s course 
of study, content assessment results, commitment to Boston’s children, and work 
experiences. An applicant’s essays, recommendation letters, interview answers, 
minilesson, and group problem-solving activities are also given significant weight 
and are closely examined for evidence of traits such as commitment to diversity 
and community, professionalism, grit, and a willingness to learn and grow.164

The BTR is also committed to meeting candidates where they are, financially and 
otherwise. By partnering with AmeriCorps, run by the Corporation for National 
and Community Service, the BTR is able to offer a living stipend, health insur-
ance, and program cost assistance during students’ training year. This financial 
assistance helps ease the burden for qualified applicants who could not otherwise 
afford to participate. Its recruitment efforts focus primarily on HBCUs; other 
campuses attended by high percentages of students of color; diverse community, 
faith-based, and professional groups; and local nonprofit programs that contrib-
ute to a more diverse teacher pipeline, such as Breakthrough Collaborative, City 
Year, the Posse Foundation, and the Woodrow Wilson-Rockefeller Brothers Fund 
Fellowship for Aspiring Teachers of Color.165 

Just as TFA’s leaders observed, the BTR’s leaders noted that a one-on-one 
approach to recruitment is significantly more effective than efforts made through 
producing a flyer or brochure. After making an initial in-person contact at a career 
fair, community meeting, or school event, BTR recruiters and alumni stay in close 
communication with potential candidates so that candidates begin to feel a con-
nection with the BTR family. BTR staff also survey participants regularly to ensure 
that they feel supported and well-prepared, hoping that satisfied alumni, collabo-
rating teachers, and school principals will continue to refer new candidates with 
frequency and enthusiasm.166 

As of 2015, the BTR started shifting into research and development mode to 
pilot a more financially sustainable training model: a neighborhood-based, Pre-K 
through 12th grade pathway of schools called Teaching Academies, designed to 
both serve as exceptional schools for students and families and to develop highly 
effective teachers.167 For the time being, this has necessitated a smaller teacher 
resident cohort. Leaders anticipate ramping up efforts again in the near future to 
ensure a steady stream of diverse teachers into BPS for years to come.
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Recommendations 

The analyses and examples included in this report give reason to believe that 
increasing selectivity into the teaching profession can be done without adversely 
affecting diversity. But given the disparities that exist—particularly in potential 
teachers’ performance on standardized tests—it is still important to be cautious 
about increasing cut scores for various entry points into the profession.

Some of the programs that have done an exemplary job of supporting both teacher 
selectivity and diversity followed paths that can provide lessons for others to 
emulate. First, these programs have established a selective but reasonably flexible 
bar for academic standards supplemented by factors such as behavioral competen-
cies that are thought to predict success in the classroom. Second, they have greatly 
expanded their candidate pools via high-touch recruitment efforts that seek out 
and support people of color. Based on these two principles and other lessons from 
the authors’ analyses, this section outlines recommendations for state leaders and 
policymakers and for traditional and alternative teacher preparation programs.

State leaders and policymakers

Increase the potential pipeline of teachers of color by increasing the college 

readiness and high school graduation rates of students of color. Efforts to 
increase the number of students of color who attend and graduate from college 
may be a powerful lever for increasing the diversity of the teaching profession. 
State policies to raise standards so that they are aligned to college and career readi-
ness, to increase high school graduation rates, and to provide supports for first-
generation college students can all indirectly contribute to increasing the diversity 
of the teaching profession.
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Institute a process of regular review and recertification, similar to New York’s, 

that requires programs to meet a high bar in order to attain recertification. 
This process should:

• Require that all programs in the state, at a minimum, attain CAEP accredi-

tation or meet similar requirements. While some states may want to set 
up state-specific systems, all states should have a set of high standards for 
educator preparation. These standards should include a high but flexible bar 
for entry—CAEP’s is a 3.0 cohort GPA, recommended below for all teacher 
preparation programs—and meaningful coursework and clinical preparation 
requirements that are aligned with research and linked with higher perfor-
mance once in the classroom.

• Include public reporting on the diversity of students and faculty. With an eye 
toward a statewide goal of increasing the diversity of both students and faculty 
at preparation programs, schools of education and alternative certification 
programs should report on the results of their work to attract and recruit diverse 
teacher candidates and faculty members. Increasing every school of education’s 
diversity should also be considered in the recertification process.

• Prevent new programs from opening unless there is a demonstrated need. 

For institutions of higher education and alternative certification providers 
seeking to create new teacher education programs, the approval process should 
include a requirement that they provide data justifying the need for additional 
programs in their state or region.

Allow a phase-in period for the above changes. States should expect teacher 
preparation programs to improve but provide time and support for the transition. 
States should follow Rhode Island’s lead in allowing for a pilot period to set up 
program providers for future success under the new guidelines. During the pilot 
period, states should meet individually with representatives from each prepara-
tion program to discuss data on accepted applicants, broken out by academic and 
demographic indicators. Or they should follow the example of New York, which 
rolled out its reforms gradually over several years, giving preparation programs a 
chance to adjust one step at a time.
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Provide grant funding for innovative and/or evidence-based recruitment plans 

and implementation. This funding should be combined with technical assis-
tance such as sharing tools, training materials, and best practices for one-on-
one, high-touch recruitment that expands the candidate pool. These tools and 
resources could help programs set, meet, and record goals around face-to-face 
contact and follow-up. 

Close emergency certification routes and fill vacancies with high-quality 

alternative certification candidates whenever possible. This policy change was 
a key part of New York’s success, and too many states are responding to current 
teacher shortages by allowing for more emergency licenses rather than closing this 
loophole into the profession. 

Increase teacher pay and reduce the cost of education for prospective teach-

ers. Higher pay can attract potential teachers of all backgrounds and ethnicities to 
the profession. All teachers deserve to earn salaries that are at least commensurate 
with the salaries of other similarly educated and experienced professionals. Given 
other industries’ interest in diversifying their workforces, potential teachers of 
color are often heavily recruited for other professions, exacerbating the impact of 
teacher compensation in attracting teachers of color. 

Teacher compensation should be high enough to attract and retain students from 
all backgrounds. It should also be sustainable so that teacher candidates and teach-
ers know they can count on their current salary for the long term. Just as increas-
ing teacher pay will increase the diversity of the teaching profession, altering other 
elements of teacher working conditions will also help boost diversity. Improved 
pay will be most effective as a recruitment lever for high-achieving, diverse candi-
dates if it is coupled with the kinds of working conditions that such candidates can 
expect in other professional fields, such as high-quality onboarding or induction, 
relevant professional learning opportunities, opportunities to collaborate with col-
leagues, and opportunities to advance within the profession.

The cost of college and the burden of student loans can be problematic for many 
low-income and first-generation students. State-funded loan forgiveness or schol-
arships for high-achieving individuals to go into teaching would also reduce some 
of the financial concerns associated with a career in teaching.
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Although this report deals primarily with selectivity as it relates to entry into 
teacher preparation and alternative certification, states can also increase the 
selectivity of the teaching profession through their licensure systems. Raising cut 
scores, switching to high-quality and predictive performance-based assessments, 
and implementing tiered licensure systems in which there are high standards and 
expectations for professional accomplishment—beyond readiness to teach—are 
all levers available to states seeking to increase selectivity. As with selectivity in 
preparation, it is important to be cautious of how these levers may affect the diver-
sity of the profession if implemented arbitrarily or without thoughtful planning.

Traditional and alternative teacher preparation programs

Maintain flexibility at the individual level when increasing academic standards 

and/or use multiple measures or multiple measurement options. Teacher 
education programs should follow CAEP’s recommendation for a 3.0 GPA for a 
program’s entire entering cohort so that some individuals who have promise based 
on other measures but don’t quite meet the GPA cutoff are still eligible.168 This 
ensures that a promising candidate is not categorically denied entry but also keeps 
the general standard quite high. Even though the target GPAs for Rhode Island, 
LMU, TFA, and the BTR are different, each organization has adopted similarly 
flexible guidelines. For states that prefer to use an entrance exam, giving applicants 
the opportunity to use one of several options or to couple their results on said 
exam with other relevant application materials can have a similar effect.

Measure competencies associated with highly effective teachers and invest 

in research that will improve how predictive those measures are for teacher 

effectiveness. Instead of relying solely on blunt academic cut-points, teacher 
education programs should follow the lead of programs such as the BTR and TFA, 
where academic proficiency requirements are high but competencies are equally 
important. Philanthropic or government funders could assist in this process by 
funding rigorous study of the relationship between teacher competencies and stu-
dent outcomes to determine which measures and what levels of performance best 
predict how much students will learn. They can then disseminate their findings 
widely within the education field.
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Invest in a strategic recruitment campaign with targets and goals to expand 

the selection pool. As TFA and the BTR have done so effectively, teacher educa-
tion programs should talk with potential candidates of color face-to-face about the 
benefits and value of teaching, as well as the opportunity to give back to the com-
munity. Good places to start include HBCUs and Hispanic-serving institutions; 
high schools and colleges with high percentages of high-achieving students of 
color; and community or faith-based groups. Teacher education programs should 
send student ambassadors to such groups and organizations and ask alumni of 
color to reach out to their networks. Rather than chance, they should also rely 
on data tracking by tracking first contact and follow-ups and hold recruiting staff 
accountable for meeting with a target number of students of color.

Build word-of-mouth recruitment by making campuses welcoming places for 

students of color. Leaders from both TFA and the BTR stressed the importance 
of making a preparation program one that current participants of color want to 
tell their friends about. Teacher education programs should make their campus 
climates more welcoming for students of color by: 

• Ensuring that all students have meaningful field work and effective teacher 
mentors 

• Offering financial and other forms of support to student organizations and school-
sponsored support groups for first-generation teacher preparation candidates

• Offering highly competitive scholarships, including living expenses, to an elite 
cohort of students of color

• Administering surveys, organizing roundtables, or collecting data in other ways 
to gather feedback on student satisfaction, and then taking steps and publicizing 
changes made based on feedback

• Developing effective cultural and racial sensitivity training programs for teachers 
and faculty

Taken together, these recommendations—which have been successfully 
employed by some teacher preparation programs—provide several options for 
other such programs to more intentionally recruit diverse, high-achieving students 
into the teaching profession and provide them with support.



42 Center for American Progress | America Needs More Teachers of Color and a More Selective Teaching Profession

Conclusion

Increasing the number of excellent teachers in U.S. classrooms by cultivating 
a more selective and diverse cohort of teacher candidates is key to improving 
students’ future outcomes. States and teacher preparation programs should seek 
to improve the selectivity and diversity of their teacher candidate pools, and state 
education agencies and policymakers should support these efforts at all levels. 

While both goals must be considered simultaneously, the analyses in this report 
give reason to believe that there is room for states and preparation programs to 
make changes to selectivity without adversely affecting diversity. There is also 
reason to believe that programs and states could be doing much more to recruit 
diverse individuals into the teaching profession at higher rates. These changes 
have the potential to improve the U.S. education system for all students as they see 
more and more teachers of color in their classrooms throughout their educational 
careers—teachers who are smart, capable, and respected by society at large as part 
of a challenging, selective, and highly valued profession.
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