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1

Executive Summary

Improving the quality of teaching in elementary and secondary schools is
now high on the nation’s educational policy agenda.  Policy makers at the state
and federal levels have focused on initiatives designed to improve the abilities of
teachers already in schools and increase the numbers of well-qualified teachers
available to fill current and future vacancies.

As part of their efforts, many policy makers have prescribed tests as a mea-
sure of the quality of teachers and teaching, and there is strong interest in requir-
ing teachers to pass a test to earn a license. Moreover, Congress and the President
have raised the profile of licensure tests by requiring states and institutions of
higher education to report passing rates on such tests.

In response to the increased interest in tests for teachers, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education asked the National Research Council (NRC) to study the issue.
The NRC convened the Committee on Assessment and Teacher Quality, which
has begun a 20-month investigation of the technical, educational, and legal issues
surrounding the use of tests for licensing teachers.  This interim report covers the
first nine months of the committee’s study and focuses on existing tests and their
use.

The purpose of licensure is to protect the public from harm by setting mini-
mal qualifications for beginning practitioners.  To license teachers, states seek a
variety of evidence that candidates possess such qualifications, including
coursework in state-approved teacher education programs at the undergraduate or
graduate level, a major or minor in the intended teaching field, and student-
teaching experience.  Forty-one states require prospective teachers to pass one or
more tests.
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States vary considerably in what they test, how they test it, and the level of
performance they require for passing.  Some states use examinations that assess
basic skills, while others assess subject-area knowledge, pedagogical knowledge
and skills, or a combination of these types of measures.  Test format also varies.
Some exams rely on multiple-choice items; others use open-ended questions or a
combination of these or other formats (such as portfolios or more performance-
based measures).   Even when states use the same test, they set different scores
for passing.

As a result of these differences in testing practices and standards, it is not
feasible to make meaningful comparisons in passing rates among states.  At the
institutional level, there are variations in policies regarding who is admitted to
and graduated from teacher education programs and when these programs require
or allow candidates to take the tests.  Thus comparisons of passing rates among
institutions are difficult to interpret as well.

While licensure policies and testing requirements are intended to set minimal
qualifications for public school teachers, two-thirds of the states allow waivers
from state licensure requirements for one or more tests.  Waivers allow districts
to fill vacancies when not enough licensed teachers are available.  As a result,
classrooms may have teachers who have not satisfied all of their state’s testing
requirements.  In some states, the numbers of teachers with such waivers is
substantial.

To construct a licensure test, test developers often begin by collecting data,
which ranges from the solicitation of informed judgment to conducting formal
surveys, and conducting an analysis to determine the knowledge and skills that a
minimally qualified beginning teacher would need.  These determinations vary
from state to state.  Once the test is developed, states set passing scores.  Typi-
cally, the passing score is based on recommendations from panels of educators
who are asked to estimate the level of performance on the test a minimally
qualified candidate would be expected to achieve.

Most of the validity evidence currently available for teacher licensure tests is
based on judgments about whether the test is likely to assess the knowledge and
skills it was intended to measure and whether such knowledge and skills are
necessary for beginning teachers to possess.  This evidence helps indicate test
quality and helps assure policy makers and the public that the test results indicate
that teachers are likely to possess the knowledge and skills judged necessary for
teaching. However, some tests have been criticized for failing to adhere to profes-
sional guidelines for development and validation.

The information licensure tests provide may be deemed necessary, but it is
not sufficient to determine whether teachers will be effective in the classroom.
Currently, there is little research on the relationship between teachers’ test scores
and their teaching performance.  Such research is difficult to conduct, but it is
important.  Such research would provide a better understanding of what teacher
licensure tests measure.
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Even under the best of circumstances, teacher licensure tests, like tests for
other professions, cannot be expected to measure everything that is important for
practice.  Good teachers can explain ideas in ways that different students under-
stand; they are compassionate, resourceful, committed, honest, and persistent in
their efforts to help children learn.  All of these things are important to teaching,
but difficult to measure.   A single test or set of tests can only measure some of the
characteristics associated with competent teaching.

Blacks and Hispanics generally earn lower scores than whites on licensure
tests for teachers.  Consequently, blacks and Hispanics tend to have lower pass-
ing rates.  The same is true for licensing tests in other professions.  The disparities
in passing scores have contributed to problems faced by schools that want to hire
a diverse teaching force and have led to legal challenges.  Evidence is needed to
determine whether the disparities in average scores and passing rates among
groups on these tests are due to actual differences in mastery of the knowledge
and skills the tests were designed to assess rather than something else.

As a result of its preliminary explorations and discussions, the committee has
reached five conclusions:

• Licensure tests are designed to provide useful information about the ex-
tent to which prospective teachers possess the literacy and mathematics skills
and/or the subject-matter and pedagogical knowledge that states consider neces-
sary for beginning teaching.

• Teacher licensure tests assess only some of the characteristics that are
deemed to be important for effective practice.  They are not designed to predict
who will become effective teachers.

• There is currently little evidence available about the extent to which
widely used teacher licensure tests distinguish between candidates who are mini-
mally competent to teach and those who are not.

• Comparisons of passing rates among states are not useful for policy pur-
poses because of the diversity of testing and licensure practices.

• Test instruments, pass/fail rules, and other licensing requirements and
policies that result in large differences in eventual passing rates among racial/
ethnic groups pose problems for schools that seek to have a diverse teaching
force.
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Introduction

As policy makers at the federal and state levels have moved in numerous
ways over the past two decades to adopt reforms in education, one focus has been
on the initial licensure of teachers.  In particular, many states have increased the
educational and academic requirements for prospective teachers, set new stan-
dards for approval of teacher education institutions, and added requirements that
teachers demonstrate evidence of subject-matter knowledge or understanding of
teaching and learning.  A few states have incorporated the assessment of teach-
ers’ classroom performance as a component of their complete licensure process.

Many policy makers have prescribed tests to measure the quality of teachers
and teaching.  The number of states requiring testing for entry into the teaching
profession increased from 3 in 1977 to 44 in 1987.  Currently, 41 states require
tests for licensure, and some of the remaining states are considering adding such
requirements.

The interest in testing teachers reflects Americans’ historical faith in testing
and skepticism about other methods of determining quality (Haney et al., 1987).
At the same time, teacher licensure tests have been strongly criticized.  Critics
have charged that many of the tests fail to measure critical knowledge and skills
in effective ways and that the use of inadequate tests may inappropriately affect
the supply of well-qualified teachers and the preparation future teachers receive
(Haertel, 1991; National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, 1996;
Darling-Hammond et al., 1999).

The federal government recently raised the profile of licensure tests.  Under
the Higher Education Amendments of 1998 (P.L. 105-244), states are required
to report the assessments used for licensing teachers, the standards that teacher-
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candidates must meet in order to earn a license, and the pass rates on such tests
for the graduates of each institution that educates teachers.  The law also re-
quires institutions to publish a “report card” that must include, among other
information, pass rates on teacher licensure tests and a comparison of the insti-
tutional rates with state averages.  Sponsors of the measure said that they in-
tended it to hold teacher education institutions accountable for the education of
prospective teachers.

In the midst of this interest in testing and initiatives at the federal and state
levels, the U.S. Department of Education asked the National Research Council
(NRC) to study teacher testing. The Committee on Assessment and Teacher
Quality was charged with providing guidance to the department and the states in
analyzing and revising their systems for the initial licensure of teachers.  This
interim report covers the first 9 months of the committee’s 20-month study.

The committee interpreted its charge to call for an examination of the mea-
surement, educational, and legal issues associated with teacher licensure testing.
In its work thus far, the committee has focused on the measures used for initial
licensure: those generally required for teachers before they enter the classroom.
The committee acknowledges that some states have expanded their licensure
systems to include assessments of teachers’ performance.  These measures will
be examined in the committee’s final report.  The committee has begun to explore
the current status of licensure testing and the literature on teacher licensure to
assess what is known about existing systems.  With limited time and resources,
the committee was not able to conduct the extensive research that is needed to
fully address many important questions about teaching and tests.

The committee’s next report will examine the issues covered here in greater
depth and may recommend model systems for licensing beginning teachers.
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Current Licensure Testing

Licensure is a state function.  It is aimed, above all, at protecting the public.
As defined by the federal government, licensure is “the process by which an
agency of government grants permission to persons to engage in a given profes-
sion or occupation by certifying that those licensed have attained the minimal
degree of competency necessary to ensure that the public health, safety, and
welfare will be reasonably well protected” (U.S. Department of Health, Educa-
tion, and Welfare, 1971:7).  States issue licenses for more than 900 professions,
from lawyers and architects to food handlers and cosmetologists.

To be consistent with conventional parlance, this report uses the terms “li-
censure” and “licensure testing” to refer to the decisions that states make and the
tools they use to make those decisions.  However, this term is not precisely
accurate when referring to teachers.  Unlike members of other professions, teach-
ers who do not earn licenses can teach in independent schools, and they can teach
in public schools with temporary “emergency” permits or credentials.

Licensure is distinct from hiring.  Although state licenses grant permission
for teachers to teach in public schools, local agencies—school districts and, in
many cases, schools—actually hire the teachers and so determine who will teach
and what they will teach.  The districts and schools that hire teachers may decide
to use criteria in addition to the holding of a license in deciding which teachers to
hire.  They may also, depending on local needs, decide to hire teachers for
positions for which they are not licensed.  That is, schools may hire or place a
teacher licensed to teach mathematics in science classes or one with a license to
teach in middle schools in an elementary school.
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VARIATION IN STATE POLICIES

In setting policies for licensing teachers, states determine the basic skills
(usually reading, writing, and mathematics abilities), general knowledge, specific
subject-matter knowledge, and knowledge about teaching and learning they be-
lieve beginning teachers ought to possess.  States also establish the criteria for
determining whether prospective teachers have these skills and knowledge.  These
criteria generally include coursework in state-approved teacher education pro-
grams at the undergraduate or graduate levels, a major or minor in the intended
teaching field, and student-teaching experience.  Forty-one states also require
prospective teachers to pass one or more tests.

A growing number of states have supplemented college and university prepa-
ration programs for licensure with alternative routes for people to enter teaching
from other fields.  These routes often include an entrance requirement for content
expertise and experience in the field.  The candidates then participate in an
intensive study of teaching and learning, and they are provided on-site supervi-
sion as beginning teachers.  In most cases, such teachers are required to pass the
same tests as those who become teachers through traditional routes.

Requirements vary widely across states. Approximately 30 states specify
academic requirements for entry into a teacher preparation program.  Nearly all
states require prospective teachers to complete coursework—in content areas and
pedagogy—in approved teacher-education programs.  A few states, including
Ohio, Connecticut, and Kansas, have abandoned prescriptive coursework re-
quirements and have adopted instead broad-based standards or sets of competen-
cies that must be mastered, presumably by completing a state’s approved teacher
preparation program.

Many states also include ancillary licensure requirements such as U.S. citi-
zenship, minimum age, adequate health, good moral character, and allegiance to
the government.

Eight states grant a permanent license for which there are no further require-
ments.  The majority of states, though, have a two- or three-tiered licensure
process.  After earning a provisional license, which usually includes passing a
test, teachers in these states typically must complete advanced degrees or con-
tinue professional development to earn a permanent license.  A small number of
states, including Ohio, North Carolina, and Connecticut, require demonstration
of competent teaching practice to obtain the next level of license.

TYPES OF TESTS

The 41 states that require teachers to pass a test to earn a license vary widely
in their practices.  Tests are available to measure aspects of teacher knowledge,
and state agencies have chosen different tests depending on what knowledge and
skills they believe teachers ought to demonstrate. (See the appendix for a table
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showing the diversity of assessment requirements among state licensure sys-
tems.)

The content of the tests varies from the assessment of basic reading, writing,
and mathematics skills to deep subject-matter knowledge to the demonstration of
teaching skill.  The format varies from multiple choice to constructed response.
The tests assess five general aspects of teacher knowledge: basic skills, content
knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, and teach-
ing performance.

Basic Skills. The most common type of test measures basic literacy and
mathematics. Thirty-seven states assess prospective teachers’ basic skills, using a
variety of options. Twenty-four states have chosen Praxis I (formerly called the
Pre-Professional Skills Test), the first part of the Praxis Series produced by the
Educational Testing Service (ETS).  According to ETS, Praxis I measures the
basic knowledge in mathematics, reading, and writing deemed essential for all
teachers.

The other 13 states have chosen to use basic skills tests specifically designed
for their teacher-candidates.  In five states, the basic skills test is designed by
National Evaluation Systems (NES), with the test owned by the respective state
(National Association of State Directors of Teacher Education and Certification,
1999).  The remaining eight states have developed their own basic skills tests.

Subject-Matter Knowledge. In addition to the assessments of teachers’ ba-
sic skills, 31 states require teachers to take a test on subject-matter knowledge.
As with the basic skills tests, states can choose from among several options for
this purpose. The Praxis II series (formerly the National Teacher Examinations)
includes 140 such exams. The nine states that use tests designed for their states by
NES also provide a range of subject-area tests.  For example, New York offers 21
tests, and Michigan offers 78 tests.  Florida has developed its own subject-matter
knowledge tests.

Pedagogical Knowledge. Twenty-five states also use tests to assess teach-
ers’ pedagogical knowledge.  Of these, 20 states use a component of Praxis II
called the Principles of Learning and Teaching Tests. These tests are offered for
prospective teachers in three grade levels: grades K-6, 5-9, and 7-12.  The tests
cover organizing content knowledge for student learning, creating an environ-
ment for student learning, teaching for student learning, and teacher professional-
ism.  They are intended to draw on prospective teachers’ knowledge of educa-
tional psychology, classroom management, instructional design and delivery
techniques, and evaluation and assessment.  NES has also developed pedagogical
knowledge tests for a few states, including Oklahoma, Colorado, New York, and
Texas.  Florida has developed its own test of pedagogical knowledge, called the
Florida Professional Education Test, and California has developed a professional
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knowledge test for reading instruction, called the Reading Instruction Compe-
tence Assessment.

Pedagogical Content Knowledge. There is another kind of teacher knowl-
edge that includes dimensions of both subject-matter and pedagogical knowl-
edge, termed pedagogical content knowledge.  According to Shulman (1986:9),
pedagogical content knowledge goes beyond the knowledge of subject matter to
include the “dimension of subject-matter knowledge for teaching.”  This type of
knowledge includes ways of formulating or representing subject matter to make it
understandable to students, as well as an understanding of what makes learning a
topic easy or difficult, for example, the misconceptions about the solar system
that might impede a student’s learning about astronomy.

The Praxis II series includes tests of pedagogical content knowledge in biol-
ogy, foreign language, mathematics, physical education, physical science, social
studies, and Spanish.  However, few states require prospective teachers to take
tests of pedagogical content knowledge.

Teaching Performance. In a handful of states, assessments of candidates’
teaching performance is becoming part of the licensure system, so that beginning
teachers must demonstrate competence in the classroom to qualify for a provi-
sional teaching license.  This interim report focuses on tests for initial licensure;
the assessments of teaching performance will be considered in the final report.

WAIVERS TO LICENSING RULES

While the licensure rules and test requirements generally determine who is
eligible to teach in public schools, two-thirds of the states allow waivers of the
rules to allow districts to hire teachers on an emergency basis if they cannot find
enough licensed teachers in particular fields.  Some states allow the hiring of
teachers with no license; other states issue emergency or temporary licenses to
individuals who have met some requirements (such as a bachelor’s degree, pas-
sage of a basic skills test, or a license from another state), but who have not
fulfilled all the licensure requirements.

In all but three states that require basic-skills tests, the test requirements may
be waived or delayed for emergency licenses; subject-matter test requirements
may be waived in all but one state (New Jersey) that require them.  In some cases,
these waiver policies may mean that districts can hire teachers who have failed
licensure tests (Education Week, 2000).

The number of teachers employed with emergency permits or credentials
varies widely across states, and state rules differ as to which licensure require-
ments may be waived for teachers using emergency credentials.  The number of
teachers with emergency licenses is substantial in some states, particularly in
some districts or fields within states.  For example, in Texas, 42,470 teachers
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(17.6 percent of the state’s teaching force) received waivers from licensure re-
quirements in 1996-1997; 22.6 percent (4,012 of 17,759) of mathematics teachers
in Texas that year were teaching with waivers. In some states, however, the
number of teachers with waivers is relatively small: in Washington State, 418 of
the state’s 62,607 teachers (0.7 percent) held waivers in 1998 (U.S. Department
of Education, 1999).

The proportion of teachers with waivers tends to be higher in high-poverty
districts than in low-poverty districts.  For example, in Maryland in 1999,
2 percent of teachers in low-poverty districts (425 of 20,813) had waivers, com-
pared with 8.5 percent (2,351 of 27,676) in high-poverty districts (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 1999).

TEST USE AND PASSING SCORES

In addition to using different types of tests, states also use tests in different
ways. For example, some states require basic skills tests for admittance into
teacher education programs, while other states require candidates to take such
tests after completing such programs.

Each state also establishes its own passing scores for the tests it requires.
These scores vary widely even when states use the same test.  As an example,
consider the minimum scores different states require on the Praxis subject-matter
tests (see Figure 1).  The range of passing scores on Praxis II Mathematics:
Content Knowledge goes from 124 to 147 (of possible scores of 100-200).  In
1997-1998, the lowest passing score set by states (124) placed candidates slightly
above the 20th percentile in the national distribution of all takers, while the
highest passing score set (147) was at about the 75th percentile.

It is virtually impossible to make meaningful comparisons of passing scores
across states when states use their own tests.  The variations in the content and
format of the tests, the average difficulty of their questions, the different times (in
candidates’ teacher education programs) at which they are administered, and the
way the results are reported and used to make pass/fail decisions pose substantial
obstacles to making valid comparisons of scores and passing rates across states
(National Research Council, 1998).

COMPARISONS OF PASSING RATES

Title II of the Higher Education Act of 1998 requires reports by states and
institutions of higher education of passing rates on licensure tests.  A preliminary
report, released in December 1999, uses data provided by the states to show the
testing requirements for each state and the passing rate for each institution within
the state (U.S. Department of Education, 1999).  In the future, the Secretary of
Education is required to produce a national “report card” that includes the passing
rates in each state and each institution within the state, along with information on
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FIGURE 1 State minimum passing scores on the ETS Praxis Content area tests,
by score percentile:  1997-1998.  SOURCE:  U.S. Department of Education (1999:
Graph 2).
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the state’s efforts to improve teacher quality.  The report is also expected to
include the national mean and median scores on licensure tests used in more than
one state.  The forthcoming reports are expected to rely on a common set of
definitions, currently being developed by the National Center for Education Sta-
tistics, that will help ensure that the states and institutions mean the same thing
when they indicate who belongs in the pool of test takers and the pool of those
who passed.

However, the variability in tests, passing scores, and student populations
across states makes meaningful comparisons of passing rates extremely difficult.
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What does it mean if State A, which requires graduates to pass Praxis I to earn a
license, has a passing rate of 80 percent, while State B, which uses a different test,
has a passing rate of 55 percent?

The law also requires institutions to include data on passing rates in school
catalogues and materials provided to high school counselors.  The legislation
further allows states to consider many factors in determining when an institution
is “low performing.”   Thus, the law recognizes that passing rates may vary
among institutions of higher education as a result of differences in their policies
and the characteristics of their students, as well as in the quality of the instruction
they provide.

Unfortunately, the public may not have enough specific information about
each institution to make valid comparisons in passing rates among them.  For
example, institutions that restrict entry to teacher education programs are likely
to have higher passing rates than those that are less restrictive and whose mission
is focused on providing opportunity for all students.  Institutions also have differ-
ent policies for testing:  some administer tests upon entry to teacher education
programs; others administer them at the conclusion of the program and provide
multiple opportunities for candidates to pass the tests.  Such policies are likely to
affect passing rates even though they may have little or nothing to do with the
quality of the institution’s educational programs.
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The Development and Quality
of Licensure Tests

The Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (American Edu-
cational Research Association et al., 1985, 1999), the Principles for the Valida-
tion and Use of Personnel Selection Procedures: Third Edition (Society for In-
dustrial and Organizational Psychology, 1987), and the Uniform Guidelines for
Employee Selection Procedures (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commis-
sion et al., 29 C.F.R. 1607, 1978 ed.), provide guidelines for developing educa-
tional, psychological, and employment tests and for gathering validity evidence
about their uses.  They outline criteria for evaluating tests and testing practices.

TEST DEVELOPMENT

As noted above, licensure tests are designed to distinguish between candi-
dates who meet minimum professional standards and those who do not.  Develop-
ers of basic skills and content knowledge tests often begin the design process by
conducting analyses to determine the knowledge and skills that beginning teach-
ers need to demonstrate before they should be allowed to practice without direct
supervision (Pearlman, 1999).  These analyses rely on data that ranges from
informed judgments to formal surveys.

For basic skills tests, rudimentary literacy and mathematics skills are identi-
fied.  For subject-matter and pedagogical knowledge tests, the analyses draw on
national disciplinary standards, such as the mathematics standards developed by
the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (National Council of Teachers
of Mathematics, 1989) and science education standards developed by the Na-
tional Research Council (National Research Council, 1996); state standards for
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students and teachers; and the research literature.  For some subject-matter and
pedagogical knowledge tests, the knowledge and skill listings go out for public
review and comment before test content is defined; in others, developers survey
teachers to determine which of these competencies are important (Porter et al., in
press).  Using this information, test developers then construct test specifications
that describe the content of teacher licensure tests and the ways the content will
be assessed.  Though there are commonalties, test specifications differ from state
to state in accordance with state judgments about the knowledge and skills needed
for beginning teachers.

Test developers, often with the assistance of practitioners, write questions
that meet the specifications.  These questions typically are then reviewed for
accuracy, clarity, and fairness.  In many cases, field trials of questions are con-
ducted before the final tests are constructed.

Once test are built, developers and state licensing officials set passing stan-
dards on them.  Generally, teachers are asked to estimate the level of performance
on the test minimally qualified candidates would be expected to achieve.  Often,
panels of educators are asked to judge whether adequately prepared beginning
teachers would answer particular questions correctly; these question-by-question
judgments are compiled to derive a recommended overall passing score.  Alterna-
tively, teachers examine entire test booklets to estimate the lowest score a candi-
date could earn and still be considered minimally qualified.

The final determination of passing scores usually is made by each state’s
board of education, based on the panels’ recommendations and other informa-
tion, such as the estimated effect of different passing scores on passing rates and
the number of licensed teachers.  As noted above, even when the same test is
used, passing scores vary by state, depending, in part, on differing views of
minimum standards for teachers.

The test development and standard-setting procedures described here are
generally consistent with professional guidelines and are used by the Educational
Testing Service and several state licensing agencies.  Other developers and states
have taken different approaches to constructing teacher licensure tests and setting
passing scores. In addition, there are differences in the composition and back-
grounds of question writers and reviewers, and in the makeup of standard-setting
panels.  For some tests, public documentation is insufficient to judge the quality
of test development efforts.  Some tests have been criticized for failing to adhere
to professional test development guidelines, but the committee has not reviewed
the validity of these criticisms.

VALIDITY EVIDENCE

In addition to providing information on test development procedures, test
developers are also expected to provide evidence of the validity of test score
interpretation.  Most of the validity evidence currently available for teacher licen-
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sure tests is based on judgments about whether the test is likely to assess the
knowledge and skills it was intended to measure and whether such knowledge
and skills are necessary for beginning teachers to possess (Educational Testing
Service, 1999; Mehrens, 1990; Popham, 1990).  For basic skills tests, this evi-
dence is based on judgments about the literacy and mathematics abilities begin-
ning teachers should demonstrate.  That is, state panels describe the reading,
writing, and mathematics skills all teachers should have, and they judge whether
the tests are likely to measure such knowledge.  For subject-matter and pedagogi-
cal tests, the validity evidence rests on judgments about what beginning teachers
should know about curriculum and instruction and whether given test items cover
that information.

Developers and state sponsors often collect this evidence by convening pan-
els of educators to make judgments about whether the knowledge and skills the
items appear to measure match the test specifications and whether the knowledge
is important for entry-level teachers to demonstrate.  In some states these data are
collected as part of the test adoption process.

These judgments about the importance of the knowledge and skills tested
(and the appropriateness of passing scores) are used as indicators of test quality.
Validity evidence based on test content helps provide assurance to policy makers,
teacher candidates, and the public that the test measures what it purports to
measure and that test results indicate the extent to which teachers are likely to
possess the knowledge and skills considered necessary for teaching.  Such evi-
dence also has been used to uphold teacher licensure tests in at least two legal
challenges (Association of Mexican American Educators v.  California, 183 F.3d
1055, 1070-1071, 9th Cir., 1999; United States v.  South Carolina, 445 F. Supp.
1094, D. S.C., 1977).  Similarly, evidence that test developers did not follow
professional standards has been used to bar the use of teacher tests (Richardson v.
Lamar County Board of Education et al., 729 F Supp. 806, 820-21, M.D. Ala.,
1989, aff’d 935 F 2d 1240, 5th Cir.).

It is important to note that the tests used for initial licensure—basic skills,
subject-matter knowledge, and pedagogical knowledge—are not designed to
measure effective teaching.  Effective teaching requires many skills and types of
knowledge.  A given test that is used in the teacher licensing process may mea-
sure only some of these.  Thus, passing such a test will not insure that a teacher
will be effective in the classroom.  For example, a state may determine that all
teachers must be able to read at a particular level, or that all teachers must know
some basic mathematics, regardless of whether their reading and computing skills
are correlated with their overall effectiveness as a teacher.  While this informa-
tion may be deemed necessary, it is not sufficient for determining whether a
candidate will be a successful teacher.

Currently, there is little research to show the relationship between candi-
dates’ scores on teacher licensing tests and their performance in the classroom.
In part, the data are scant because it is methodologically difficult to investigate
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these relationships.  Some of the many obstacles include the difficulty of measur-
ing teachers’ effectiveness in the classroom and the lack of a commonly accepted
valid and fair measure of effective teaching.  In addition, the research is ham-
pered by the difficulty in accurately distinguishing minimally competent from
minimally incompetent classroom practice, the absence of job performance infor-
mation for some unlicensed examinees, and the fact that some good teaching
practice is context-specific—that is, it varies by student population, educational
goals, school organization, community characteristics, and other factors.

Although it is difficult to examine the relationship between scores on teacher
licensure tests and job performance, it is certainly possible and important to study
these.  Analyses of the relationship between scores on teacher licensure tests and
effectiveness in the classroom would provide useful evidence about the validity
of teacher licensure tests and could provide a better understanding of what the
tests do and do not measure.

Several current test development efforts respond to the limits of the eviden-
tiary base about and possible limitations in past and current teacher tests.  One
such effort is the work of the Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support
Consortium (INTASC), a group of 32 states that are developing standards for
beginning teachers and related assessments.  In part, INTASC’s work is directed
at establishing a broad consensus on knowledge and skill standards for beginning
teachers and at achieving a better representation and measurement of those im-
portant teacher competencies (Porter et al., 2000).

Even under the best of circumstances, tests cannot be expected to measure
everything that is important for success in the classroom, just as licensure tests in
medicine and law do not measure all the qualities required for success in those
professions.  Teaching quality depends on many things.  Obviously, teachers
must be knowledgeable and know how to teach, but good teachers can explain
ideas so that different students understand them; they are also compassionate,
resourceful, committed, honest, and persistent in their efforts to help children
learn.  All of these things are important to teaching but difficult to measure.  A
single test or set of tests can only measure some of the characteristics associated
with competent teaching.  Nevertheless, this difficulty does not negate the value
of assessing basic skills, subject-matter knowledge, and pedagogical knowledge.
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Disparate Impact

As with many licensure tests in other professions, white candidates pass
teacher licensure tests at higher rates than black and Hispanic candidates.  With
repeated retaking, black and Hispanic candidates’ pass rates approach those of
whites, but the differences are still substantial, and it is not certain how many
candidates drop out of the pool after failing the test the first time.  Nevertheless,
the gap in eventual pass rates has contributed to practical problems for schools
that want to hire a diverse teaching force, and it has led to legal challenges.

What is the performance gap?  Although comprehensive national data are not
available, results from Praxis provide some indication of its extent.  From 1994-
1997, 87 percent of whites, compared with 53 percent of African Americans and
77 percent of Hispanics, passed the Praxis I examination of basic skills.  On the
Praxis II tests of content and pedagogical knowledge, 92 percent of whites passed
during the 3-year period, compared with 65 percent of African Americans and 46
percent of Hispanics (Gitomer et al., 1999).  In this study, the researchers exam-
ined only the last test taken by examinees in the 3-year period.  Thus, the propor-
tion of candidates who passed may include those who failed initially and passed
on a subsequent try; the failure rate may include those who passed after 1997.

Differential pass rates, in and of themselves, do not signify that teacher
licensure tests are biased or otherwise unfair.  But because of the differences in
passing rates, licensure tests have been challenged in court on civil rights grounds.
Under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, employers are prohibited from
using employment practices that discriminate on the basis of race, sex, or national
origin.
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Two appeals courts have ruled that Title VII does not apply to teacher licen-
sure tests, because minimum standards for the profession are not employment
standards.  In Fields v. Hallsville Independent School District (906 F. 2nd 1017,
5th Cir., 1990), the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit simply described
the teacher-certification test as a licensure test.  In a more recent case, the U.S.
Circuit Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit, ruling in a case involving the use
of the California Basic Educational Skills Test, ruled that Title VII does not apply
in part because school districts, not the state, were the employers of teachers.  The
court also ruled that the test was not biased and that no valid alternative, with less
of a disparate impact, was available (Association of Mexican American Educa-
tors v. California, 183 F.3d 1055, 1070-1071, 9th Cir., 1999).

A federal district court in South Carolina, however, relied on the standards of
Title VII in its ruling on a teacher licensure test in that state.  The court ruled that,
despite a disparate impact on black applicants, the state was justified in using the
test (the National Teacher Examinations) (United States v. South Carolina, 445
F. Supp. 1094, D. S.C., 1977).  The U.S. Supreme Court summarily affirmed the
lower court’s ruling, in its only ruling on teacher licensure tests (National Educa-
tion Association v. South Carolina, 434 U.S. 1026, 1978).

The problem of disparate impact is not unique to teacher licensure tests.
Indeed, other licensing tests, such as bar examinations, show similar gaps in
passing rates (Klein and Bolus, 1997).  However, the racial and ethnic disparities
create particular problems in education, since many schools seek a teaching staff
that is racially and ethnically diverse, particularly if they serve a large proportion
of minority students.  Although there are many factors that limit schools’ ability
to achieve this goal, the disparities in passing rates contribute to the difficulty
schools face in attracting a diverse teaching staff.  Evidence of the validity of test
score information and the appropriateness of passing scores are needed to deter-
mine whether many blacks and Hispanics are screened out from public-school
teaching inappropriately.
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Conclusions

As a result of its preliminary explorations and discussions, the Committee on
Assessment and Teacher Quality has reached five conclusions:

• Licensure tests are designed to provide useful information about the ex-
tent to which prospective teachers possess the literacy and mathematics skills
and/or the subject-matter and pedagogical knowledge that states consider neces-
sary for beginning teaching.

• Teacher licensure tests assess only some of the characteristics that are
deemed to be important for effective practice.  They are not designed to predict
who will become effective teachers.

• There is currently little evidence available about the extent to which
widely used teacher licensure tests distinguish between candidates who are mini-
mally competent to teach and those who are not.

• Comparisons of passing rates among states are not useful for policy pur-
poses because of the diversity of testing and licensure practices.

• Test instruments, pass/fail rules, and other licensing requirements and
policies that result in large differences in eventual passing rates among racial/
ethnic groups pose problems for schools that seek to have a diverse teaching
force.
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Appendix

Summary of Assessments
Offered for Initial Teacher

Certification and Licensure, by State: 1998
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*The number of tests offered as reported by the state.  All offered tests are not taken every year.

NA = Not Applicable

SOURCE:  U.S. Department of Education (1999:Table B).
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