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By Paul E. Peterson and 
Daniel Nadler

F
orty-seven states have adopted a
pathway to teaching, alternative to
the standard state certification oth-

erwise required. Is this new pathway gen-
uine or merely symbolic? Does it open
the classroom door to teachers of minor-
ity background? Does it help—or hin-
der—learning in the classroom? Claims
about all of these questions have arisen
in public discourse. Recently, data have
become available that allow us to check
their validity.

To receive a standard state certifi-
cation in most states, prospective teach-
ers not only must be college graduates
but also must have taken a specific set
of education-related courses that com-
prise approximately 30 credit hours of
coursework. Prospective teachers are
well advised to pursue studies at a col-
lege or university within the state where
they expect to teach, because it is often
only within that state that students can
get the courses required for state certi-
fication in the subject area and for the
grade levels that they will be teaching.

Such certification requirements limit
the supply of certified teachers, and as
a result, serious teaching shortages are
regularly observed. For example, in Cal-
ifornia, one-third of the entire teacher
work force, about 100,000 teachers, will
retire over the next decade and need to
be replaced, compounding what the
governor’s office calls a “severe” current
teacher shortage. Other states are facing
a similar situation. The National Coun-
cil of Teachers of Mathematics projects

a shortfall of 280,000 qualified math
and science teachers by 2015. As for-
mer National Education Association
president Reg Weaver put it, “At the start
of every school year, we read in the
newspaper...stories about schools scram-
bling to hire teachers.”

Teachers of minority background
are in especially short supply. In 2004,
only 14.1 percent of the nation’s teach-
ers were African American or Hispanic,
even though these ethnic groups com-
prised 26.5 percent of the adult popu-
lation. That shortage has led to calls
for remedial action. In the words of
Weaver, “An impressive body of research
confirms that recruiting and retaining
more minority teachers can be crucial
to” raising the achievement of minor-
ity students. “States and school districts
need to develop programs...[that] reach
out to minorities still in school, offer-
ing encouragement and incentives to
enter the teaching profession. We need
more minority teachers. School dis-
tricts need to aggressively recruit them.” 

The Certification Debate 
Both colleges of education and teach-
ers unions oppose any relaxation of
certification requirements. In Weaver’s
view, “The solution is not to develop
alternative routes of entry into the pro-
fession or to increase the supply of
recruits by allowing prospective teach-
ers to skip ‘burdensome’ education
courses or student teaching. The solu-
tion is to show a little R-E-S-P-E-C-T,
and show us the money.” 

According to this point of view,
certification is necessary to ensure
teacher quality, because teaching, like
other professions (law, medicine, the
sciences, and so forth), requires mas-
tery of an esoteric body of substantive
and pedagogical knowledge that can-
not be obtained without undergoing
a rigorous training program. Arthur
Wise, former head of the National
Council for Accreditation of Teacher
Education, told the House Committee
on Education and the Workforce,
“Rigorous teacher preparation is key
to ensuring that no child is left
behind.... Content knowledge is only
one indicator of readiness to teach....
[Schools of education] must prepare
new teachers to teach the great diver-
sity of students who are in America’s
classrooms today.”

But Kate Walsh, president of the
National Council on Teacher Quality,
says that the “certification process” has
only a “crude capacity for ensuring”
quality teachers, because pedagogical
“knowledge can be acquired by means
other than coursework.” Teachers learn
to teach by practicing the craft, not by
taking coursework in its history or psy-
chology. If that is so, then both the
teaching shortage and the paucity of
minority teachers can be alleviated by
opening the classroom door to all col-
lege graduates, not just to those who
have taken the required courses associ-
ated with state certification. 

Although no state has abandoned its
traditional certification programs in
response to calls for broader recruitment
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Opening the School Door to Minority Teachers (Table 1)

States with a genuinely alternative route to teaching (shaded below) tend to have
a teaching force that is more representative of the state’s ethnic composition.

As a general rule, states require 30
Methodology credits (15 per year) in edu-
cation for a student to become a certified
teacher. The exact courses to be taken
vary depending on specialty. For our study,
if the alternative certification program in a
state also required 30 credits, or was
within a credit or two of that figure, we
considered the state’s alternative certifi-
cation program to be only symbolic. When
we could not determine the number of
credits by examining official publications,
either online or at the library of the Har-
vard Graduate School of Education, we
posed the following question to the rele-
vant state official: “I have a college degree
and would like to pursue a nontraditional
route into the teaching profession. Is there
some option where I can take a test and
then teach? Or, if not, is there an option
where the requirements are substantially
less than 30 credits, which I can apply for
based on my degree?” If the answer was
no, then we identified the alternative cer-
tification program as only symbolic and
not genuine, despite claims made in offi-
cial publications. If the answer was yes,
then we identified the program as a gen-
uine alternative certification option. Of the
21 states we consider to have had genuine
alternative certification, 7 required only
that the person pass a test, while 14
required coursework but substantially less
than 30 credits. 

Table 1 indicates states with genuine
(shaded) and those with symbolic or no
alternative certification. Data are unavail-
able for the District of Columbia. South
Carolina and New York, here classified as
symbolic alternative certification states,
recently expanded and increased the
quality of their alternative certification
routes, but are properly classified as sym-
bolic for the period under discussion.

In a separate study, the Thomas B.
Fordham Institute identified 12 states with
alternative certification. We include 11 of
the 12 in our list of states with genuine
certification. As mentioned, New York is
classified as having only symbolic certifi-
cation, as that was the situation at the
time these data were collected. 

Note: Minority is defined as African American or Hispanic. The index of representation is the ratio of
the percentage of teachers of minority background to the percentage of the state’s adult population
of minority background.

SOURCES: Office for Civil Rights; Department of Education; Census Bureau

State
Teachers

% Minority
Population over 21

% Minority
Index of 

Representation

Louisiana
Alabama
Florida
Maryland
Mississippi
New Mexico
Tennessee
Texas
California
Georgia
Michigan
Montana
North Carolina
Pennsylvania
South Carolina
Virginia
West Virginia
Arkansas
Delaware
New Jersey
Ohio
Wisconsin
Arizona
Colorado
Hawaii
Indiana
Maine
Massachusetts
Missouri
New York
Oregon
Alaska
Connecticut
Illinois
Kentucky
Nevada
Oklahoma
Vermont
Wyoming
Idaho
Iowa
Kansas
Minnesota
Nebraska
New Hampshire
North Dakota
Rhode Island
South Dakota
Washington
Utah

27.4
21.2

24.8
23.9
26.7
29.7
13.6
31.3

22.8
20.2

11.1
1.6

16.7
8

17.9
16.1
2.6
10

11.8
13

7.5
4.7

13.4
8

3.7
5.5
0.7

6
6.3
11.8
4.3
2.4
6.1

9.6
3.2
8.9
4.2
0.5
2.2
1.6
1.1
3.1
1.6

2
0.8
0.4
2.6
0.6
2.7
1.5

35.8
28.6
34.2
34.7
38.6
44.4
19.8

45.8
40.5
36.3
18.4
2.7

27.9
14.4
32.6
25.8

4.3
20.3
26.4
28.5
14.6
10.4
30.9
22.8

8.7
13.4

1.9
13.9
14.4
31.5
11.4
8.7

20.3
29
9.7
30

14.3
1.8
7.5
9.3
6.1

14.2
8.1

11.3
3.2
2.4
15.7
2.8

12.3
11.4

0.8
0.7
0.7
0.7
0.7
0.7
0.7
0.7
0.6
0.6
0.6
0.6
0.6
0.6
0.6
0.6
0.6
0.5
0.5
0.5
0.5
0.5
0.4
0.4
0.4
0.4
0.4
0.4
0.4
0.4
0.4
0.3
0.3
0.3
0.3
0.3
0.3
0.3
0.3
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.1
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paths into education, all but three states
have set up some kind of alternative cer-
tification pathway, and the number of
alternatively certified teachers has steadily
grown. In 2001, just 20,000 alternative
teaching certificates were issued. By 2006,
nearly 60,000 alternatively certified teach-
ers were entering the teaching force each
year, roughly one-fifth of new
entrants (see Figure 1).

In many states, however,
the alternative certification
requirements closely resem-
ble traditional ones. As
Chester Finn, president of the
Thomas B. Fordham Institute
(and Education Next senior
editor), explains, “Typical
alternative certification pro-
grams have come to mimic
standard-issue pre-service col-
lege of education programs....
Alternative certification has
been co-opted, compromised, and
diluted. Education schools—brilliantly
turning a threat into an opportunity—
have themselves come to dominate this
enterprise, blurring the distinctions that
once made it ‘alternative.’”

Symbolic vs. Genuine 
Alternatives
To see which states have established
genuine alternative certification pro-
grams and which have only symbolic
ones of the kind described by Finn,
we compared alternative certification
rules to requirements for traditional

certification in each state. We obtained
information from state web sites as well
as from publications available for
prospective teachers at the Harvard
Graduate School of Education. When
necessary, we contacted relevant officials

in state departments of education (see
sidebar on page 71).

Our research revealed that the
design of alternative certification pro-
grams varies considerably from one
state to the next. In 26 of the 47 states
that allow alternative certification, the
situation is as Finn describes, similar to

standard-issue education
school programs. But in the
other 21 states, alternative
teacher certification can be
obtained without completion
of most of the coursework
associated with traditional
certification (though the
states may require additional
coursework after a teacher
secures a classroom position).  

The variation in state
practice allows us to provide
some preliminary answers
to questions frequently

raised about alternative certification:
Do states that provide a genuine alter-
native, not simply a symbolic one,
recruit more teachers who take the
alternative certification route? Do
they open the classroom door to more

There is every reason 

to believe that alternative 

certification is key to 

recruiting more minorities 

into the teaching profession.
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Growth Industry (Figure 1)

The number of alternative teaching certificates issued in
the United States increased from little more than 20,000 in
2001 to nearly 60,000 in 2006.
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Symbolic vs. Genuine Alternative (Figure 2)

In states where alternative certification was genuine, more
than one-quarter of teachers chose this path in 2004–05;
in the other states, only 5 percent did.
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minority teachers? What is the impact
on student learning? 

The answer to the first question is
very clear: it makes a good deal of dif-
ference whether alternative certifica-
tion is meaningful or symbolic. In the
30 states that do not have genuine
alternative certification, only 5 per-
cent of the newly certified teachers
chose the alternative route in 2004–05
(the most recent year for which infor-
mation is available). Hardly anyone
bothers with an alternative certificate
if the requirements are essentially the
same as for the traditional one. In the
21 states that offer genuine alternative
certification, however, 28 percent of

newly certified teachers utilize the
option (see Figure 2). Altogether, 92
percent of those with an alternative
teaching certificate received it in one of
the 21 states that have such certifica-
tion in reality as well as in name. 

Minority Representation
To the second question, there is also a
fairly clear answer: minorities are rep-
resented in the teaching force to a
greater extent in states with genuine
alternative certification than in other
states. Information on the number of
minority teachers in each state is avail-
able from the Office for Civil Rights and

the U.S. Department of Education.
Together with census data, that infor-
mation allows for the calculation of
the ratio of minority teachers to minor-
ity adults for each state, which serves as
an index of minority representation. If
the index for a given state has a value
of 1.0, then the percentage of minority
teachers equals the percentage of
minority adults in that state. If the
index exceeds 1.0, then minorities are
overrepresented in the teaching popu-
lation; if the index is below 1.0, minori-
ties are underrepresented. 

In 2004 (the most recent year for
which data are available) minority
teachers were seriously underrepre-
sented in the nation’s public school
classrooms. The nationwide ratio in
2004 was 0.53, which means that only
a little more than half as many minor-
ity adults were teachers as one would
expect, given the minority composi-
tion of the adult population. 

The index of minority representa-
tion was nonetheless considerably
higher in the 21 states with genuine
alternative certification than in the 30
states with a symbolic substitute or no
alternative certification (see Table 1).
In the states with genuine alternative
certification, the weighted average
index of representation was 0.6, while
in the states with a symbolic substitute
or no alternative certification, the index
was 0.2. In the three genuine alterna-
tive certification states with the largest
total populations (California, Texas,
and Florida), the index of representa-
tion was 0.56, 0.68, and 0.72, respec-
tively, while in the three largest states
with a merely symbolic or no alterna-
tive certification option (New York,
Illinois, and Ohio), the index of rep-
resentation was 0.38, 0.33, and 0.51,
respectively. In other words, genuine
alternative certification seems to give
minority adults interested in a career
in education greater opportunity to
become a teacher.

Of course, minority teachers may
be recruited by avenues other than
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symbolic alternative certification

States with genuine alternative certification

math

Grade 4

All students African American students

Grade 8 Grade 4 Grade 8

reading math reading math reading math reading

*Difference statistically significant at the 0.1 level.

**Difference statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

Note: The bars depict estimated test-score gains in the two groups of states, given no change in the
other variables in the model. The model adjusts for changes in state ethnicity, percentage of stu-
dents in the free and reduced-price lunch program, per-pupil expenditures, and pupil-teacher ratios.

SOURCE: National Assessment of Educational Progress. Information for African American students available for 40 or 41
states, depending on grade level. 

Effective Alternatives (Figure 3)

The test scores of 4th- and 8th-grade students on the National Assessment of
Educational Progress increased more in those states that provided a genuinely
alternative route to certification. African American students also made larger
gains, though the difference was not statistically significant in 8th-grade reading.
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alternative certification. Sixteen states
report the ethnic background of alter-
natively certified teachers to the U.S.
Department of Education. In 14 of them,
the percentage minority for
those alternatively certified
exceeds by a wide margin the
percentage minority of the
state’s teaching force as a
whole. In Mississippi, for
example, the disparities are
massive: 60 percent of the
more than 800 teachers who
were alternatively certified in
2004–05 were of minority
background, while the overall
Mississippi teaching force is
just 26 percent minority.
Other states where percent-
age differences between the
two groups exceed at least 10
percentage points include Cal-
ifornia, Delaware, and Texas.
In other words, there is every
reason to believe that alterna-
tive certification is key to
recruiting more minorities into the teach-
ing profession.

Impact on Student Learning
But is alternative certification, however
desirable a device for recruiting minori-
ties into the teaching profession, impair-
ing student learning? That is ultimately
the justification for traditional teacher
certification, regardless of its conse-
quences for teacher shortages or for the
recruitment of minority teachers. And
that apparently is the rationale for those
who interpret the federal No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) act as requiring a cer-
tified teacher in every classroom, the
basis for the complaint in the Califor-
nia case Renee v. Spellings. That suit
objects to the presence in classrooms of
teachers who have not received tradi-
tional certification.

Most studies show very little, if any,
connection with a teacher’s classroom
effectiveness and certification status.
Harvard economist Thomas Kane and

his colleagues (see “Photo Finish,”
research, Winter 2007) found no differ-
ence between the amount of learning
taking place in New York City class-

rooms under the direction of non-cer-
tified teachers and in those under the
direction of regularly certified ones. 

Nor is there convincing evidence
that minority teachers are less effective
at teaching minority students. On the
contrary, the results from an experi-
ment conducted in Tennessee (see “The
Race Connection,” research, Spring
2004) indicate that minority students
learn more from teachers of their own
ethnicity than from other teachers. 

Our results are consistent with that
research and other studies that have
found little reason to equate certifica-
tion with “highly qualified.” Students
attending schools in states with genuine
alternative certification gained more
on the National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress (NAEP) between 2003
and 2007 than did students in the other
states. The finding holds, even when
one adjusts for changes in the ethnic
composition, free-lunch eligibility, class
size, and education expenditures for
each state (see Figure 3). 

In states that had genuine alterna-
tive certification, test-score gains on
the NAEP exceeded those in the other
states by 4.8 points and 7.6 points in

4th- and 8th-grade math,
respectively. In reading, the
additional gains in the states
with genuine alternative cer-
tification were 10.6 points
and 3.9 points for the two
grade levels, respectively.
Among African Americans,
test-score gains were also
larger in the states with gen-
uine alternative certification. 

It is possible that the dis-
proportionately large gains
in test-score performance in
the states with genuine alter-
native certification were due
to some other factor, possi-
bly other education reforms
those states were introduc-
ing at the same time they
were widening the door to
the teaching profession. We

cannot dismiss this possibility, inas-
much as we were able to control only
for changes in certain demographic
and policy variables, not for changes
in other state policies that might
explain the difference in test-score
gains among states.

But the burden of proof would now
seem to shift to the plaintiffs in the
Renee v. Spellings case, who argue that
traditional state certification is neces-
sary to ensure teacher quality. Gen-
uine alternative certification opens the
door to more minority teachers, and
student learning is more rapid in states
where the reform has been introduced.
Meanwhile, scientific evidence that
alternative certification harms stu-
dents remains somewhere between
scant and nonexistent. 

Paul E. Peterson, director of the Harvard
Program on Education Policy and 
Governance (PEPG), is editor-in-chief 
of Education Next. Daniel Nadler is a
PEPG research associate.

Genuine alternative 

certification opens the door 

to more minority teachers, 

and student learning is 

more rapid in states 

where the reform has been

introduced.
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