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Introduction to teacher licensure 
How (and to what extent) to regulate eligibility for teaching is arguably one of the most important areas 

of education policy, as a large empirical literature shows that teachers have profound and varied impacts 

on both short- and long-run student outcomes.  

In the U.S., who is eligible to teach is governed by states through teacher licensure (also commonly 

referred to as certification) requirements. The purpose of states’ regulation of teacher employment 

eligibility is to assure the public that individuals in the teaching profession have met at least a minimal 

standard of teaching competence before they begin teaching in public schools. While the specific 

requirements vary somewhat from state to state (see Background Section below), most states require 

prospective teachers who receive a standard or traditional license to graduate from an approved teacher 

education program, complete college-level courses in pedagogy and/or in the subject that they wish to 

teach, have student teaching experience (clinical practice), and pass one or more standardized licensure 

tests.1 Many states also offer individuals the opportunity to begin teaching with an alternative license, 

without having met all these requirements. In general, however, individuals with such licenses must 

satisfy these requirements in their first couple of years in the profession and/or demonstrate 

competence through successful evaluations. 

Teacher licensure, by design, makes individuals ineligible to teach if they do not satisfy licensure 

requirements. Hence, unsurprisingly, this type of state regulation is high stakes and often controversial. 

While most people would likely agree that there should be standards for what new teachers know and 

can do in the classroom, there are disagreements regarding what those standards should be. As a state 

function, licensure requirements entail state-level policymakers superseding the judgments of local 

(school district) hiring officials. State licensure guards against worries about nepotism or poor local 

decision-making, but local officials likely have more information about prospective teachers and the 

incentive to hire good teachers.  

Licensure requirements are contentious because they restrict entry into the teacher labor market, which 

may exacerbate teacher staffing challenges. Licensure is also controversial because some licensure 

requirements have an adverse impact on who is eligible to teach, with underrepresented minorities 

being less likely to pass licensure tests. There is disagreement (and mixed empirical evidence) about the 

extent to which licensure requirements predict the capacities of in-service teachers and/or restrict the 

options for districts to hire individuals who would have been effective had they been eligible to teach. 

There are multiple steps between licensure requirements and who is employed as a teacher that could 

influence how requirements affect teacher quality. For example, requirements might affect who chooses 

to pursue a teaching career, e.g., who enrolls in a teacher preparation program. They may also influence 

the capacities of those who are preparing to teach. For example, knowing that a licensure test is required 

could affect studying, and student teaching experiences could improve teacher candidates’ readiness to 

teach. Finally, licensure restricts the pool of potential teachers that can be hired by school districts. 
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Key findings 
Key finding #1: Licensure assessments (e.g., tests) tend to be positively correlated with future teacher 

value-added effectiveness.  

Licensure assessments differ across states and depending on a prospective teacher’s area of 

specialization. Hence, there are many estimates of the magnitude of the relationship between them 

and teacher value added. The magnitude of the estimates vary depending on the test and type of 

students taught, but the estimates tend to be positive.  

Key finding #2: We have more limited evidence on the predictive validity of other types (non-licensure 

test) of licensure assessments.  

Over the last decade, a number of states have adopted passing the edTPA —a performance-based 

assessment undertaken during student teaching—as a requirement for teaching eligibility. There is 

growing but still limited evidence about the extent to which this assessment (or other non-licensure test 

assessments) predicts in-service teacher outcomes. 

Key finding #3: Consistent with their design, licensure systems limit teacher labor market eligibility and 

change the composition of who is eligible to teach.  

Much of what we know about eligibility is based on limits associated with individuals passing and failing 

licensure tests. Black and Hispanic test takers are far less likely to pass. 

Key finding #4: Licensure systems appear to limit cross-state teacher mobility.  

While there is no causal evidence on how licensure affects teacher mobility across states, a small body 

of research finds that teachers who are licensed and have experience in one state public school 

workforce are unlikely to teach as members of another, a finding that is likely related to the state-

specific nature of teacher licensure. 

Key finding #5: We know little about the overall impact of licensure on the quality of teachers.  

Some of the debates about licensure are centered on whether having a licensure system (or its specific 

components) dissuades talented individuals from pursuing a career as a teacher or prevents people 

who might end up as very low-quality teachers from joining the teacher labor market. There is very 

limited evidence on this point because we do not directly observe what drives the career choices that 

individuals make and because we have only limited ability to predict who is effective based on 

preservice information.  

Brief background on licensure  
The history of teacher licensure dates back to the 19th century, when states began to develop and 

support the formalized training of teachers in “normal schools.” In the latter half of the 1800s, the idea 

that teachers needed specialized training spread from New England to Midwestern states.2 By 1937, 

there were 41 states in which licenses were issued exclusively by the state, although the requirements 

varied across states. Some had minimal schooling requirements, while others had specific professional 

(e.g., pedagogical) training requirements. 
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The types of professional training requirements above tended to increase and become commonplace 

across states in the latter half of the 20th century. In some states, they  required that prospective 

teachers graduate from an institution accredited by a professional organization, the National Council for 

the Accreditation of Teacher Education (which was created in 1954). Thus, for much of the 20th century, 

teacher licensure was based on some combination of years of education, specific training, and 

graduation from an approved program.  

In some periods, there were states that required teachers to pass specified tests, but the testing of 

prospective teachers was hardly universal. For instance, in the 1987–88 school year, that prospective 

teachers pass basic skills tests was a requirement in only about 35% of the nation’s school districts. This 

requirement became more prevalent throughout the 1990s and was nearly universal after the No Child 

Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) required all public-school teachers in core academic areas to be highly 

qualified and allowed the passage of a subject matter test as a demonstration of content mastery, one 

of the provisions required for teachers to be classified as highly qualified.3 

NCLB also encouraged states to develop alternative routes to obtaining a teacher license.4 Prior to the 

enactment of NCLB, teachers employed without having graduated from a traditional college- or 

university-based teacher education program were considered to be “emergency” licensed. After the 

development of alternative routes, the term emergency license was no longer used, as teachers could, 

depending on the state, enter the profession through alternative routes that often entailed less formal 

college- or university-based preparation. 

Traditional and alternative licensed teachers are commonly lumped into two categories. However, 

because licensure is a state-level function, there are 50 different state systems for both traditional and 

alternative licensure, and these systems can differ substantially from one another. For example, some 

states require pedagogical training, whereas others prohibit a major in education. Some states allow 

teacher labor market eligibility after passing licensure tests, whereas others require specific types of 

preservice education.5 There is also significant variation across states in the share of individuals 

obtaining traditional or alternative licenses. For instance, there are many states in which (in the 2019–

20 school year) the proportion of enrollment in programs designated by the state as alternative (i.e., 

non-college/university-based programs) is less than 1%, but in the state with the largest share, Texas, 

it is 75% of enrollees.6 Alternative licensure is controversial,7 but these complexities make treating 

licensure as if it is a nationwide phenomenon inappropriate, and they make researching and 

understanding the implications of licensure policies across states challenging.  

Evidence 
Key finding #1: Licensure assessments (e.g., tests) tend to be positively correlated with future teacher 

value-added effectiveness. 

Most of the literature on licensure requirements relates licensure tests to the outcomes of inservice 

teachers and their students. Studies tend to find positive and often statistically significant relationships 

between the performance of prospective teachers on licensure tests and their subsequent value-added 

effectiveness as inservice teachers.8 Much of this evidence is based on assessments of teacher value 

added at the elementary level.9 Multiple studies find positive and significant relationships between 

teachers' performance on some licensure exams and teacher value added (particularly in math) 

throughout the teacher test score distribution.10 For instance, according to one study, teacher 

candidates scoring in the top quintile of the test distribution rather than the bottom quintile are 

predicted to increase student test achievement by 3-4% of a standard deviation (s.d.), which is roughly 
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in line with the estimated difference of being assigned to a teacher with 1 or 2 years of experience rather 

than a novice teacher.11 

One concern is that the estimated relationships between teacher performance on licensure tests and 

teachers’ subsequent value added may not be accurate in predicting the future value added of teacher 

candidates.12 For example, there is ample evidence that teachers are inequitably sorted across different 

students,13 which could cause the estimates described above to be inaccurate (or statistically biased). 

The studies noted above, however, test for this issue in various ways and find little evidence of bias. 

Another concern relates to the use of licensure tests to predict the performance of prospective teachers. 

The fact is that for many individuals, performance in the profession is never observed because they do 

not do well enough on a test to make them eligible to teach. Here, however, we would expect the 

estimated relationships to be biased downward; hence, the estimated relationships noted above are 

likely to be lower-bound estimates. One reason for this is that individuals who initially fail to pass 

licensure tests can (and often do) retake them multiple times. Those who eventually pass and are hired 

are likely both to have low scores, and to be highly motivated to become teachers. The level of individual 

motivation is not observed, but it is likely that more motivated individuals will also become better 

teachers. By contrast, those who fail to pass licensure tests and do not retake them are not observed as 

teachers. These individuals are likely to be less motivated and would likely be poor teachers were they 

observed in the teacher labor market.14  

There are fewer studies on the relationship between licensure test performance and teacher value 

added at the middle- and high-school levels, but these studies also tend to find positive relationships.15 

Importantly, however, there are numerous types of licensure tests—basic skills, subject matter and 

pedagogical tests—and variation across states and depending on a prospective teacher’s intended area 

of focus. Certainly not all tests are found to be significantly predictive of teacher value added. For 

example, one study finds that one required (in North Carolina) test but not the other predicts teacher 

value added and that the test that predicts teacher value added predicts value added more significantly 

in math than in reading.16 Another study finds that basic skills licensure tests in math are highly 

predictive of teacher value added to students’ biology test score gains, but the same study finds they 

are far less predictive of 9th-grade math gains (the results are not statistically significant).17 

Key finding #2: We have more limited evidence on the predictive validity of other types (nonlicensure 

test) of licensure assessments. 

There is also only limited evidence on other (nonlicensure test) types of teacher candidate assessments 

and inservice teacher outcomes. The primary nontest performance assessment required in some states 

is the edTPA, a portfolio performance assessment that makes judgments about teacher candidates 

based on videotape and other teaching artifacts (e.g., classroom lessons, student work samples), 

typically prepared during student teaching. This performance assessment was rapidly adopted as a state 

licensure requirement during the 2010s, but it has recently been abandoned by some states.18  

Qualitative work suggests that how preservice teachers and teacher educators experience performance 

assessments such as the edTPA depends a great deal on how they are implemented in teacher education 

programs. For example, one study that used survey and interview data to understand educator 

perceptions of the edTPA found both large differences in perceptions across programs and 

widely different levels of programmatic support for completing the assessment, with some preservice 

teachers reporting that their professors did not care or talk about the edTPA and others reporting that 

their entire program was oriented toward the performance assessment.19 
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The small number of studies that evaluate teacher performance assessments find insignificant or 

positive relationships between teacher performance assessments and future teacher outcomes. For 

instance, two small-scale studies find positive correlations between the Performance Assessment for 

California Teachers, a precursor to the edTPA, and the future value added of teachers.20 Additionally, 

another study partnered with a university and found that teacher candidates who score better on parts 

of a teacher performance assessment (also a precursor to the edTPA) were significantly more likely to 

become public school teachers (in North Carolina) and had both better performance evaluation ratings 

and higher value added, although performance was not significantly related to teacher attrition.21 For 

instance, teachers with an overall assessment that was 2 s.d. above the mean (i.e., the very highest 

performers) were found to have only a 5% predicted probability of being rated as “developing” (the 

bottom category) and a 33% probability of rating as “accomplished” (2nd highest category). In contrast, 

those with an overall assessment that was 2 s.d. below the mean had a 30% predicted probability of 

receiving a developing rating and only a 6% probability of receiving an accomplished rating. A third study 

focuses on the edTPA performance of prospective teachers in Washington state before the assessment 

determined employment eligibility and considers both changes in performance and the predictive 

validity of using different edTPA cut scores to determine employment eligibility.22 This study also finds 

that higher-scoring teacher candidates are significantly more likely to ultimately be employed in the 

state’s public schools, and it reports generally positive and statistically significant relationships between 

performance and value added in both math and reading. 

Like licensure tests, the value of the edTPA is contested, and the assessment is controversial. For 

instance, one recent study has raised questions on the reliability and scoring of the assessment,23 and 

qualitative research on the impact of high-stakes performance assessments such as the edTPA has found 

that preservice teachers often report that the performance assessment detracts from their student 

teaching.24 For example, they report that preparing for the assessment (analyzing videos of their own 

teaching, completing the written components, etc.) takes considerable time that would be better spent 

planning teaching with mentor teachers, assessing their students, etc. Surveys and interviews with 

mentor teachers corroborate some of these concerns,25 and a recent study finds no positive impact on 

student test achievement associated with the implementation of the edTPA requirement.26 Another 

reason why the assessment is controversial is that, similar to licensure tests, there is differential 

performance by race/ethnicity (discussed below). 

One of the arguments in favor of performance assessments such as the edTPA is the potential for the 

information garnered from them to be used for teacher education program improvement. For example, 

some qualitative work describes how teacher educators in one teacher education program used the 

state mandate to implement the edTPA as an opportunity to build program coherence in line with local 

values.27 However, there is also work suggesting variation in how programs use the edTPA, as one study 

that interviewed 19 teacher educators from 12 programs (within a single university) found a wide range 

of curricular changes as a result of the edTPA.28 To the best of my knowledge, there is no quantitative 

work exploring whether the adoption of the edTPA (or other performance assessments) leads to 

programmatic change and improvement in teacher education that ultimately improves the capabilities 

of the teacher candidates who become teachers. 

Key finding #3: Consistent with their design, licensure systems limit teacher labor market eligibility and 

change the composition of who is eligible to teach. 

Licensure requirements are designed to keep individuals deemed unqualified from becoming teachers, 

and it is clear from empirical evidence that at least some licensure requirements, particularly licensure 

tests, change who is eligible to teach. Changing who is eligible to teach does not necessarily imply that 

licensure requirements change who actually ends up being employed as a teacher. The reason is that 
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while states determine who is eligible to teach, individuals decide whether to pursue a teaching career, 

and districts hire teachers. The evidence on how licensure requirements affect these aspects of the 

teacher pipeline is more speculative because data on career and district hiring decisions are limited. 

However, we see that many of those who pursue a teaching position, as evidenced by taking a licensure 

test, initially fail such tests. There is no national evidence on licensure test pass rates (again, tests and 

test cut scores vary from state to state). However, consistent with evidence from individual states,29 one 

report focusing on elementary-level first-time pass rates across 38 states (plus DC), finds that the 

average first-time pass rate varies by state and subject area but is in the range of 55–90%.30 Importantly, 

these first-time pass rates overstate the extent to which licensure tests reduce employment eligibility 

among test takers. Prospective teachers may retake tests, and many do (sometimes multiple times), 

resulting in final pass rates that are higher than the first-time rates. For example, one study on test takers 

in Connecticut finds that 82% of the test takers who initially just pass (i.e., their scores are just above 

the state passing threshold) a required licensure test end up employed, whereas 74% of those who 

initially just fail also ultimately end up employed because they pass required tests on retakes.31 

Importantly, licensure test requirements also clearly have adverse impacts on the diversity of 

prospective teachers, which is an important issue given the evidence on the value of teacher role 

models, especially for underrepresented minority students.32 Reports using large samples of licensure 

test takers across multiple states find that differences in first-time pass rates are in the range of 30–40 

percentage points (p.p.) between Black and White test takers and in the range of 15–25 p.p. between 

Hispanic and White test takers.33 Prospective teachers of color are also less likely than White teacher 

candidates to retake licensure tests that they have failed. For instance, one study of Massachusetts 

teacher candidates finds that, conditional on their first-time licensure test score, teachers of color are 7 

to 13 p.p. less likely to retake a failed test within a year.34 

Several studies seek to understand how tests or other licensure requirements influence who ultimately 

becomes a teacher (not just eligibility based on test passing status) by leveraging state-level changes to 

requirements and assessing who and how many individuals progress on a trajectory that ultimately ends 

with those individuals as teachers in a classroom.35 Another study focuses on changes in licensure test 

passing thresholds in 2013 and finds that for states using Educational Testing Service (ETS)-developed 

tests, a 1 s.d. increase in the difficulty in the testing pass threshold decreases enrollment in education 

programs by 23%, on average, with effects that are particularly concentrated in less selective higher 

education institutions.36 One recent study finds similar results for states that introduced the edTPA as a 

requirement after 2014; the authors estimate that the edTPA requirement reduced teacher graduates 

by 6–9%, with reductions that were especially large in undergraduate programs and less selective and 

minority-concentrated universities.37 

Again, the idea behind licensure is to restrict who is eligible to teach to those who are deemed to be 

adequately prepared. Hence, the above findings that licensure requirements reduce the supply of 

prospective teachers are consistent with this idea. Several studies assess the extent to which variation 

in licensing requirements is related to the characteristics of who becomes a public school teacher. Two 

studies exploit differences in licensure test requirements (basic skills and subject matter tests) across 

states in selected years from the late 1980s and 1990s.38 These studies find, on average, no significant 

effect of licensure test requirements on a measure of teachers’ academic abilities (the selectivity of the 

college they attended), but one finds that test requirements are associated with a reduced share of 

Hispanic teachers.39 A third study uses the same general approach but focuses on a longer time period 

and a broader set of 37 different licensure requirements, such as pedagogical training and specific 

coursework (more than just tests).40 This study also does not find significant evidence of a relationship 

between licensure requirements and the academic ability of the average teacher. However, it finds that 
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states with more stringent licensing requirements are associated with the academic ability of teachers 

at the bottom of the distribution of academic ability, and this result is largely driven by teachers at the 

secondary level.41 

I know of no studies that quantify how aspects of alternative routes into teaching, such as the cost and 

time to obtain a credential, influence teacher supply and composition. However, one might interpret 

the growth in alternative routes (or paths) into teaching as a response to state licensure requirements 

limiting the supply of prospective teachers. The reason is that alternative programs, operating in some 

states, allow teacher candidates to become teachers with less pedagogical training and more quickly 

than would be possible were they to receive a credential from a traditional teacher education program 

based at a college or university.42 Enrollment in alternative programs, particularly those not affiliated 

with a college or university, has increased over the last decade, and alternative programs enroll a larger 

share of teacher candidates of color than do traditional licensure programs.43 

 

Key finding #4: Licensure assessments appear to limit cross-state teacher mobility. 

There is limited evidence on cross-state teacher mobility, but existing studies show that the proportion 

of individuals who are in the public-school teacher workforce in one state and who move to another 

geographically proximate state is limited, especially compared to other types of teacher turnover. One 

study focusing on Oregon and Washington and the mobility between these states finds that the average 

(across years in the study) proportion of teachers who move from a public school teaching position in 

Oregon and show up as employed as a teacher in a Washington school district in the next school year 

or vice versa is less than 0.1%.44 The study also examines the cross-state mobility of teachers employed 

in districts directly on either side of a state border. Unsurprisingly, being employed in a state border 

district increases the likelihood of cross-state mobility, but approximately three times as many teachers 

make a long-distance (more than 75 miles), within-state move as cross from a district adjacent to a state 

border into the other state.  

A similar study focusing on three Midwestern states (Iowa, Minnesota, and Wisconsin) also finds low 

rates of cross-state mobility.45 Specifically, the study finds unsurprising evidence that the average 

annual between-state mobility is less than 0.1%,.46 Finally, there is some national evidence from surveys 

of teachers asking if they were employed as teachers in a different state in the prior year. Only 

approximately 1% of teachers report being employed in a different state, and less than half of 1% report 

being employed in a different state adjacent to their current state.47 

While all the studies above suggest that there are significant barriers to cross-state teacher moves, 

there is less certainty about the degree to which these barriers are causally connected to licensure 

policies. A lack of licensure reciprocity or unclear or hard-to-find requirements for teachers to transfer 

their licenses are likely contributors to the low rates of cross-state mobility, as there is good evidence 

from the broader labor market literature that occupational licensing limits interstate mobility due to 

licensure-related costs associated with an interstate move.48 Nonetheless, licensure regulations are not 

the only potential sources of cross-state labor market frictions.49 Teacher pensions are also typically 

state specific, which can mean that moving from a teaching position in one state to another has negative 

pension wealth implications. Teachers may also be disinclined to make cross-state moves because they 

sacrifice some tenure protections or would have to learn about curriculum standards or systems in a 

new state. However, it is clear that policymakers see the issue of state-specific licensure as an important 

barrier, as efforts are being made to reduce licensure-related barriers through an interstate teacher 

mobility compact.50 
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Key finding #5: We know little about the overall impact of licensure on the quality of teachers. 

The steps that an individual takes to become a licensed teacher vary across states, but the great majority 

of individuals who are preparing to teach do so in a traditional college- or university-based program 

(e.g., in 2019, this figure was approximately 75%).51 This means that, for most, moving from the idea of 

becoming a teacher to actually having employment as a teacher is a multiyear process. Unfortunately, 

there is little evidence other than that described above on the decisions that individuals are making on 

what might be thought of as the prospective teacher pipeline and how changes to licensure 

requirements might affect those decisions. At least in part, the reason is the very limited data on the 

progression of individuals toward a teaching credential (e.g., while in college).52 

Beyond the research and data limitations, one key issue is that knowing the characteristics of those who 

may opt into the pursuit of a teaching career and knowing which are hired by districts would provide 

only limited evidence about teacher quality, if quality is measured by the effects of teachers on their 

students. It is very difficult to predict who will be a successful teacher based on teacher characteristics 

and credentials, such as course work,53 college selectivity,54 and the program from which individuals 

received their teaching credential.55 For example, one study finds that only approximately 10% of the 

variation in teacher value-added effectiveness can be explained by observable teacher characteristics.56 

While there is evidence that some of the information that districts collect about teacher applicants can 

also predict inservice measures of teacher performance, the bottom line is that it is very challenging to 

predict who will be a good teacher without observing their teaching.57 This, in turn, means that it is very 

challenging to definitely know whether changes to licensure systems change the quality of the 

teachers—based on inservice performance measures—who are ultimately employed. 

Conclusions: Understudied and unanswerable 
questions 

As described above, there is a good deal that is known about the relationship between the licensure 

test performance of teachers and student test achievement, as well as growing evidence about the 

relationship between the edTPA and student achievement. Far less is known about how these (or other) 

licensure requirements are related to nontest student outcomes. This is an important area for work 

given the findings in the chapter on the importance of teachers showing that teachers have significant 

effects not only on students’ test outcomes but also on nontest outcomes, such as students’ attendance, 

course-taking, or high school graduation. A few studies have focused on the relationship between 

licensure test performance and these types of student outcomes, but while the relationships between 

licensure test performance and these types of outcomes tend to be positive, the existing empirical 

evidence is quite limited. For instance, one study finds that there is a positive but statistically 

insignificant relationship between teachers’ performance on basic skills licensure tests in math and the 

likelihood that their students subsequently take advanced math or science courses. The same study finds 

somewhat stronger evidence that the basic skills test performance of teachers predicts the number of 

advanced math courses in high school.58 Another study measures teacher performance using classroom 

observations as an outcome and finds that a 1 s.d. increase in performance on a licensure test predicts 

receiving a classroom evaluation that is 10% of 1 s.d. better,59 which is roughly equivalent to the average 

gain on performance evaluations with an additional year of teaching experience.60 At the time of writing, 

these are the only studies that appear to link licensure tests to nontest teacher outcomes. 

It is also important to recognize that while most people may think about teacher licensure in relation to 

the test requirements that states put in place for prospective teachers, licensure systems also typically 

include requirements such as graduation from a state-approved program, clinical practice/student 
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teaching, and course requirements. While there is evidence that the nature of some of these 

nonassessment licensure requirements are associated with teacher performance, we know very little 

about how these requirements influence the quality of the teacher workforce. The one study that 

assesses how nonassessment requirements influence the composition of the teacher workforce 

aggregates the many different licensure requirements into a few components to make the analyses of 

their impact feasible. Hence, we do not know how the different requirements might separately influence 

the prospective teacher pipeline and, ultimately, teacher quality.61 This is an important area for study 

since some of the requirements to be licensed, such as graduation from an approved program, entail a 

substantial time commitment and cost for prospective teacher candidates. 

The popularity of alternative routes and licensure makes understanding their implications for students 

a high priority. Additionally, some observers point to studies of differences (or nondifferences) in the 

outcomes of students who are assigned to teachers who have different licensure statuses (traditional 

versus alternative) to draw conclusions about the value of teacher licensure to students. These studies 

reach different conclusions about how the assignment of students to teachers with different licensure 

statuses influence their outcomes.62 However, these studies do not shed much light on how the 

requirement itself (as opposed to the assignment of students to teachers) affects the quality of the 

teacher workforce, which, once again, is tied to the fact that there are multiple steps between licensure 

requirements and who is employed as a teacher that could influence how requirements affect teacher 

quality. The multiple steps and ways in which licensure systems might shape the pool of those who 

ultimately seek teaching jobs and who are hired make teacher licensure an area regarding which it is 

challenging to reach strong causal conclusions. In short, the findings on assignment of students to 

teachers with different licensure statuses cannot tell us anything definitive about the value of licensure 

requirements because they conflate the effects of the licensure requirement with the individuals who 

select into a type of pathway into the teaching profession. 

However, it is clear that licensure requirements are more likely to have a positive impact on student 

outcomes if they are strongly predictive of teacher quality.63 Here, though, it is important to consider 

the purpose of licensure, which is essentially a consumer protection argument in which states seek to 

protect students from being taught by individuals deemed unqualified, with school districts acting as 

intermediary agents in the process. Debates about licensure hinge to some extent on what local school 

districts would do if left unconstrained by state regulation, an issue that has received little empirical 

attention. We might expect that districts would act differently, given their contextual differences, such 

as political pressures and teacher applicant pools. This, in turn, implies that licensure systems might be 

expected to have different effects on students, given their distribution across different school districts.64 

All that said, the stronger the relationship between licensure requirements and inservice teacher 

outcomes is, the greater the likelihood that a teacher licensure system will make the right individuals 

eligible to teach. However, even licensure requirements that are good at predicting which individuals 

will make for successful teachers necessitate tradeoffs. Regardless of what the requirements actually 

are, if they make at least some individuals ineligible to teach, then there are likely to be cases where a 

requirement excludes (or discourages) individuals who would have been successful teachers had they 

been eligible (“false negatives”). Conversely, having requirements does not guarantee that those who 

satisfy them will be successful (“false positives”).65  

Given the multistep complexities of studying the effects of licensure on the teacher workforce and 

inevitable tradeoffs above, research on licensure systems is unlikely to answer the common question of 

whether licensure systems work. However, for those who believe that there is a state role in trying to 

guarantee a minimum level of teacher competence, research linking preservice licensure requirements 
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to the inservice outcomes of teachers and their students is essential for informing the nature of the 

tradeoffs that exist. 
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