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Executive Summary

The Douglas County Learning Center has
completed its first year of licensing and en-
dorsing teachers to help fill the instructional
needs of the fast-growing, wealthy suburban
school district south of Denver. As student
population has increased, the district’s inno-
vative leadership moved forward on a plan
to alleviate teaching shortages in hard-to-fill
areas and to expand the range of coursework
available to secondary students.

In order to create its alternative licensure and
endorsement program, Douglas County
sought and received waivers from the Colo-
rado State Board of Education in 2006. The
program was constructed to meet the dis-
trict’s specific local needs, with the waivers
contingent on proof of high academic per-
formance. The waivers enable the Douglas
County Learning Center to train three types
of teaching candidates:

® Alternative licensure for non-licensed
applicants with content expertise in high-
needs areas —especially math, science, for-
eign language, and technical trades

® Teachers-in-Residence (TIR) primarily
for licensed applicants with non-special edu-
cation teaching endorsements to become spe-
cial education instructors

® Professionals-in-Residence (PIR) for
non-licensed professional applicants who
“are not interested in seeking licensure” but
want to teach a course on a specialized topic

After attracting a great deal of early attention
and publicity, the Learning Center began
training its first cohort of 30 waiver candi-
dates in the summer of 2007. All but two can-
didates started with the rigorous seven-day
“boot camp” of classroom basics. During the

2007-08 school year, candidates received ad-
ditional training and also performed paid
teaching duties in Douglas County class-
rooms. Specific coursework was individually
tailored to the needs of each waiver candi-
date, based on a “blueprint” created by the
district’s senior faculty. Moreover, waiver
candidates received intense support from an
assigned mentor, their principal, their build-
ing resource teacher, and the Learning Cen-
ter itself.

Douglas County leaders share credit for the
waiver program’s development with the lo-
cal Douglas County Federation. The local or-
ganization is an affiliate of the American
Federation of Teachers, which has taken a
more innovative and open approach to alter-
native teacher licensure opportunities than
has the National Education Association.

The Learning Center waiver program al-
ready has achieved success in greatly reduc-
ing the number of qualified teaching gaps in
hard-to-fill areas. Feedback about the quality
of the first year’s candidates, most of whom
are returning to teach, was largely positive.
Hard data measuring the program’s effects
on student performance have yet to be re-
leased.

Based on a 2007 National Council on Teacher
Quality report, the Douglas County Learning
Center meets two (and nearly three) of the
four major criteria for a successful alternative
licensure program. The case to reduce barri-
ers of entry into the teaching profession con-
tinues to grow stronger. Douglas County’s
program should serve as a model of innova-
tion for other Colorado school districts to fol-
low and even surpass.
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Introduction

The Douglas County School District, located
south of Denver, Colorado, serves one of the
nation’s fastest-growing populations. It re-
cently surpassed Cherry Creek to become the
state’s third-largest school district. Between
1997 and 2007, the district’s student enroll-
ment nearly doubled —from 27,275 to 52,983.
To meet the growing demand, the number of
Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) teachers em-
ployed has grown from fewer than 1,500 to
more than 3,000, at a rate slightly greater
than the student population. More than 85

...the district
now both
licenses
teachers in
hard-to-fill
endorsement
areas and
equips non-
traditional
professionals
with basic
instructional
skills, pro-
viding cus-
tomized and
effective
paths to fill
its teaching
shortages.

percent of students are white, and
fewer than 5 percent are eligible for
federal lunch programs. In fact,
Douglas County has both the low-
est poverty rate and highest median
income of any county in Colorado.!

Two basic problems have con-
fronted Douglas County in its at-
tempts to match instructional per-
sonnel with classroom needs. To-
gether these challenges provoked
the district to find an innovative
solution to meet its human resource
demand for qualified teachers.

First, despite a vast surplus in the
number of teaching applicants,
Douglas County has faced short-
ages in hard-to-fill areas, including
special education, math, science,

and technical trades. The district was signifi-
cantly shorthanded of qualified special edu-
cation teachers entering both the 2005-06 and
2006-07 school years. But in each case the dis-
trict received more than 5,000 applications
for approximately 500 licensed instructional
openings. District leaders sought to divert
skilled elementary and language arts appli-
cants in excess of the district’s demand to fill
the understaffed special education program.
Yet existing routes to the special education

endorsement were too slow, too inconven-
ient, and inadequate for the district’s needs.

Second, as new schools emerge and open en-
rollment thrives, Douglas County also has
been expanding the breadth of programs and
course offerings available to students. Some
high school pupils and their families have
sought more courses in various technologies,
career trades, and foreign languages. How-
ever, the state has no established licensure
endorsements in such subject areas as me-
chanical engineering or Chinese. Further,
many competent candidates are profession-
als who work outside education but want to
teach a course without enduring the bureau-
cratic hassle required to get in the classroom.
The district sought a more efficient way to
get non-traditional professionals into the
classroom than was available under the
state’s licensure programs.

According to district officials, the existing
“Colorado Higher Education archetype,”
wherein education courses are offered in the
university setting, is too rigid to meet the full
demand for teachers —especially in the cru-
cial areas of special education, foreign lan-
guage, math, science, and technical trades.2
As a major tool to address these shortages,
Douglas County worked to create its own
more flexible and responsive Teacher En-
dorsement and Alternative Licensure Pro-
gram. Having obtained waivers from the
state, the district now both licenses teachers
in hard-to-fill endorsement areas and equips
non-traditional professionals with basic in-
structional skills, providing customized and
effective paths to fill its teaching shortages.

The Quest for Freedom

Compliance with prescriptive state statutes
and rules previously kept Douglas County
from meeting its full instructional needs. Dis-
trict leaders desired a change in state policy
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to free their hands for action. In February
2006, superintendent Jim Christensen testi-
fied before the Colorado Senate Education
Committee in favor of Senate Bill 151, a pro-
posal that would have made it easier to re-
ceive waivers from state guidelines.? A lob-
byist for the Colorado Education Association
provided the only opposition testimony. The
Democratic-controlled committee voted to
defeat SB 151, but some legislators advised
Christensen to take the district’s case directly
to the Colorado State Board of Education.4

In May 2006, Douglas County officials pub-
licly presented their plan before the State
Board to license and endorse teachers in
hard-to-fill areas, as well as to prepare non-
traditional professionals for the basics of
classroom instruction. The district filed a for-
mal request in September with the State
Board to waive nine statutes and a series of
Board rules governing teacher licensure, em-
ployment contracts, and dismissal. On No-
vember 9, 2006, a 7-1 Board majority granted
the full slate of waivers for the duration of a
two-year pilot. Douglas County’s program is
subject for re-authorization as of September
30, 2008.5

The Learning Center

Douglas County administers its special licen-
sure and training program through an inter-
nal district academy called The Learning
Center (TLC).¢ With the broader mission “to
develop all human capital within the dis-
trict,” TLC is structured to respond to school
site needs, rather than to dictate them.” TLC
is Christensen’s brainchild.®

Created during the 2006-07 school year, the
Learning Center is governed by an 11-
member Board. Current board members in-
clude eight representatives of district admin-
istrative offices and three officials of the
Douglas County Federation —the collective

bargaining agent for the district’s licensed
employees. In January 2007 Mike Lynch was
hired to serve as executive director. Lynch’s
prior experience within the district included
service as a high school principal and a stint
as director of schools. Additionally, he
taught social studies and Spanish in Aurora
Public Schools, and has instructed univer-
sity-level education classes.” TLC began oc-
cupying its current district facilities in High-
lands Ranch in August 2007.

The waivers!0 have granted the Learning
Center Board the following discretionary
powers, typically reserved for state authority
or not permitted under state statute and rule:

e TLC's Board supersedes the Colorado
Department of Education (CDE)’s authority
as “the sole agency...to issue...teacher li-
censes,” including alternative licenses.!!

e TLC’s Board can hire non-

licensed persons to serve as teachers, Oh st
. . ber 9, 2006, a
following successful completion of
p . . 7-1 Board
the Board’s prescribed training.12 .
majority

e TLC’s Board can endorse teaching granted the
licenses for hard-to-fill subjects and full slate of

other areas not covered by CDE.13 waivers for
e TLC’s Board does not need an ac- the duration
tive Administrator or Principal Li- of a two-
cense to evaluate instructional per- year pilot.

formance.14

e TLC’s Board does not have to abide by
guidelines governing probationary teacher
contracts for its waiver candidates.15

e TLC's Board is not subject to the estab-
lished grounds and procedures for teacher
dismissal for its waiver candidates.16

¢ TLC’s Board does not have to grant a
share of unpaid salary to waiver candidates
terminated before the end of an employment
contract but is allowed to offer remuneration
to an unlicensed waiver candidate.?”
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The role of the Learning Center Board has
evolved from hands-on management of daily
administrative tasks to more traditional over-
sight and policy governance.1® The waiver
program is one key part of TLC, but not the
entirety of its work. TLC also provides spe-
cialized training for the district’s regularly-
licensed teaching and administrative work-
force.

It should be noted that Douglas County did
not seek and receive waivers because of a
broad weakness in Colorado’s professional
teaching standards. In fact, the National
Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ) rated
Colorado standards for licensure

® Alternative licensure for non-licensed
applicants who have a Statement of Eligibili-
ty2! either from CDE or Douglas County and
wish to seek training and supervision
through the Learning Center’s “site-based
program”22

® Teachers-in-Residence (TIR) for: 1) Li-
censed applicants with an endorsement out-
side the special education field or 2) Non-
licensed applicants with a Statement of Eligi-
bility as a Special Education Generalist from
CDE2

® Professionals-in-Residence (PIR) for
non-licensed professional applicants who
“are not interested in seeking licensure” but

want to teach a course on a specialized

The L 1
e Learning topic

Center offers
eligible can-

the highest among 27 components
of state teacher policy. NCTQ cited

Colorado as one of only three states  A1tormative Licensure

i::f ;:isvtzl ‘(/1\71’(}(11 t}fle ”be}ft practice” (f’f Stan_w A prospective educator who lacks a recog-
teaching li- ards for other states to follow. nized teaching license can apply through
censure in , Douglas County to become both licensed and
any of the Ne\:iel;theless,d Dc‘)’zlgtlas }?OUTEY i employed. In order to do so, she must have a
following heed 1o remedy 1S teacher S. ort- bachelor’s degree from an accredited institu-
areas: World 285 an‘d' to expand academic op- tion, credit for at least 30 hours of course-
Language, p01jtu.n1t1es.co.uld not reasonably .be work (or a recognized equivalent) in the rele-
Math, Sci- satisfied within the bounds of exist-  yant area, and must pass a criminal back-
ence, or Vo- ing laws and proce‘d‘ure‘s. To (flem- ground check. The Learning Center offers
cational/ onstrate accountability in conjunc- eligible candidates alternative teaching licen-
Technical. tion with the greater latitude, the sure in any of the following areas: World

district publicly stated its goal of
increasing the number of students achieving
proficiency or higher on various Colorado
Student Assessment Program (CSAP) tests.
In particular, Douglas County aims to raise
3rd grade reading proficiency from 83 percent
to 100 percent in five years. Over the same
time period, the district seeks to increase pro-
ficiency in 3rd through 6th grade writing, as
well as in 4th, 7th, and 9th grade math, by at
least 5 percentage points from 2006 levels.20

Language, Math, Science, or Vocational/
Technical.?5

Having completed an application and re-
ceived a Statement of Eligibility (SOE), the
candidate may seek one of the district’s regu-
larly posted job positions. A successful inter-
view with the school principal, and approval
from the Learning Center board, are required
for entry into the joint teaching-training pro-
gram. Like regular teachers licensed through
CDE, waiver candidates must pass the ap-
propriate content assessments to be desig-
nated “highly qualified” under the federal
No Child Left Behind Act.26

Three Types of Waiver Candidates
The Learning Center is designed to serve
three basic types of waiver candidates:
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Teachers-in-Residence

The Teachers-in-Residence (TIR) portion of
Douglas County’s waiver program is geared
almost exclusively toward filling instruc-
tional shortages in special education. Candi-
dates who are already licensed and qualified
and who unsuccessfully applied for positions
in areas with a surplus of qualified appli-
cants (e.g., elementary, high school English)
are given the option to pursue a special edu-
cation endorsement through the Learning
Center. A successful interview with the
building principal and approval by the
Learning Center board are prerequisites to
entering the TIR joint teaching-training pro-
gram.

Professionals-in-Residence

The Professionals-in-Residence (PIR) por-
tion of the waiver program is designed to
ease the way for outside professionals to
teach specialized subjects in high school
classrooms. The PIR idea was generated by
Castle View High School in Castle Rock,
which opened in 2006-07 with 9th and 10th
grade students only. The school is scheduled
to graduate its first class in 2009. About one-
fourth of CVHS students have enrolled from
outside the school’s attendance area. After
seeking community input, district and school
leaders developed CVHS around the 3 R’s of
a 21st-century learning community: Rigor,
Relevance, and Relationships. In particular,
the idea of career relevance informed the de-
sign of CVHS into four academies:

® Math, Science, and Engineering

¢ Humanities, World Languages, and So-
cial Sciences

¢ Visual and Performing Arts
® e-Media / Business

Even before CVHS opened its doors, at least
two engineers from the Lockheed Martin
Corporation offices in northwest Douglas

County expressed interest in part-time class-
room teaching. District officials also said they
had been contacted by other engineers, as
well as by certified public accountants and a
local bank president.”

Individual Douglas County schools may
identify the need for a PIR, provided the re-
quest is “innovative” and fits within the dis-
trict’s “key ends statement.”28 Evidence of
support must be demonstrated from both the
relevant faculty department and the parents
and teachers on the school’s site council. The
district further has stipulated that a “PIR po-
sition must not exceed .2 FTE” (Full-Time
Equivalents).?? These outside professionals
typically would be expected to teach one spe-
cialized class for a quarter or semester in a
given school year. The Learning Cen-

ter board’s approval is required to 51225;212‘;5-
post a PIR position and to accept a Residence
PIR candidate. Douglas County’s PIR portion of
teachers are at-will employees. Colo- 1, waiver
rado statutes that provide job protec- program is
tions to teachers with three or more  designed to

years of service do not apply to
PIRs.30

ease the way
for outside
professionals
Despite the early attention received  to teach spe-
by the new Castle View High School, cialized sub-
no PIRs were employed at the school ~ jects in high
in 2007-08. The district hired only two School class-
PIRs: an advanced calculus instructor T00MS:

who also teaches at the Air Force Academy,

and a middle school German teacher. The

Learning Center has received no requests for
additional PIR slots in 2008-09.31 Lynch said

the difficulties of meshing school schedules

with the schedules of busy professionals has
prevented the PIR program from expanding.

The district is exploring late afternoon time

slots for classroom instruction and online

course implementation as possible ways to

bring additional skilled outside professionals

into classrooms.32
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The Learning Center’s Waiver Program
Executive director Mike Lynch says Douglas
County’s Learning Center has “captured the
universal traits” of successful teacher prepa-
ration programs. Lynch identified the
“ongoing challenge” as persuading CDE that
Douglas County’s program provides rigor
comparable to accredited programs. Because
of the “political overtones” created in opposi-
tion to the waiver request, TLC is especially
committed to ensuring high-quality candi-
dates.3?

The waivers have enabled the dis-

Some of the . .

district’s trict to design a program based on
most tal- local needs and issues, a custom-
ritvad) e e ized alternative that can adapt with
ers have agility. Some of the district’s most
played a key talented teachers have played a key
role in the role in the design, making the pro-
design, mak-  gram “organic.” District leaders

ing the pro- also are committed to tying the pro-
gram gram’s direction to available per-

“organic.”

formance data.34

Specific strengths identified in Douglas
County’s local waiver program include the
following:3

® The ability to recruit its own candidates
® The ability to tailor the program to be
convenient to individual candidates

® The ability to provide quality teacher
preparation at a highly competitive—or even
reduced —cost

The early publicity surrounding the district’s
uncommon and innovative approach helped
to fuel a larger response than officials antici-
pated. By the beginning of the 2007-08 school
year, the Learning Center had received more
than 1,000 unsolicited contacts expressing
interest in the waiver program or seeking
more information on alternative paths to
teacher licensure. Lynch said that he and

some of his staff “suddenly became career
coaches,” including for many people “who
didn’t really understand the program.”3¢

The Learning Center works to match “pre-
qualified” waiver candidates (i.e., those with
a Statement of Eligibility) to suitable open-
ings in specific Douglas County schools. At
one spring 2007 district-run job fair event,
TLC staff helped to make such connections
for nine candidates.?”

In July 2007, the Learning Center moved for-
ward under the State Board-approved waiv-
ers. The initial phase of training, a seven-day
intensive session familiarly referred to as a
“boot camp,” was conducted for 28 teaching
candidates. In addition to an overview of the
waiver program and general school district
policies, the “boot camp” introduced candi-
dates to the essentials of classroom manage-
ment and lesson planning and delivery. Two
more candidates joined the program after the
“boot camp,” for a total of 30 candidates.3®

The Learning Center director and its other
instructors worked with waiver candidates
before the school year to develop specialized
Individual Teacher Plans (ITP) based on the
candidate’s background, as well as her
strengths and weaknesses.?* A one-size-fits-
all approach would not work for the range of
candidates served by TLC. For example, li-
censed candidates seeking a special educa-
tion endorsement or education paraprofes-
sionals transitioning to an instructional role
likely need less help with classroom manage-
ment or lesson planning and more intensive
focus on content. A woman with an educa-
tion degree returning to a full-time classroom
position after spending years as a stay-at-
home mother may have different needs than
an outside expert preparing to teach two
courses in Mandarin or Arabic.
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Following the seven-day “boot camp,” the
teachers-in-training met two evenings per
month at the Learning Center for full train-
ing and coursework. TLC offers scheduled
courses in a variety of areas, significantly fo-
cused on curriculum, instruction, and assess-
ment. In addition, waiver candidates can
earn credit for various seminars in the areas
of leadership, organization, technology,
health and safety, student intervention, and
assorted skills (e.g., communication skills,
library skills, sign language).4

The total hours and balance of classes taken
in the areas of content, educational practice,
and educational theory vary according to the
needs of the candidate. Special Education
TIRs receive more emphasis on content in
their 460 hours of required training, includ-
ing 100 hours with their mentors. Alternative
licensure candidates typically must complete
a total of 375 hours, with greater weight
given to classes focusing on research-based
areas for best educational practices. Educa-
tional theory is a minor part of the program
for all waiver candidates.4!

The model developed to provide the custom-
ized slate of courses to waiver candidates
was inspired by Douglas County’s “Building
Leadership Blueprint” program of profes-
sional development and procedural training
for principals. The “Blueprint” of courses for
Teachers-in-Residence was designed by a
team of the district’s veteran special educa-
tion teachers to align with the curriculum, as
well as local needs and resources. A featured
part of the training model is a series of topi-
cal “eLearning” video podcasts, first and
mainly used for building leaders but also
providing supplementary options for waiver
candidates.2

Further training and assistance is provided at
the job site. No student teaching is required

to be undertaken before entering the class-
room. But like all other new Douglas County
teachers, waiver candidates receive support
in professional development and instruc-
tional “best practice” through principal
evaluations and a building resource teacher.
In addition, waiver candidates receive a
minimum of 100 hours of one-on-one tute-
lage from a professional mentor teacher and
quarterly site visits from a Learning Center
instructor.®® According to Lynch, the waiver
candidates receive twice as much

support as an average first-year 'C';IZZZ::ZZ;S
teacher. “We tell them they can’t fail .
. » receive a
to perform, but if they do, it’s not for . .
lack of support,” he said.# minitnuin of
alack ot support, : 100 hours of
one-on-one
Coursework and the fairly intense tutelage from
job-site training are designed to work g profes-
in concert with one another. The sional men-

Learning Center helps waiver candi-  tor teacher
dates to establish goals, but the candi- and quar-
dates set their own pace in complet-  terly site vis-
ing them. Lynch said the first year its from a
showed that some candidates tried to Learning
overdo it, but that others quickly Center in-
“learned to strike a balance.”45 structor.

Partnerships and Collaboration

Douglas County is one of 45 Colorado school
districts with a collective bargaining agree-
ment governing teacher policy, and one of
only two districts in which teachers are for-
mally represented by an affiliate of the
American Federation of Teachers (AFT).4
District leaders uniformly laud the important
collaborative role of the Douglas County
Federation (DCF) in developing and building
support for the licensure waiver program.

Former DCF president Pat McGraw, who
serves as the district’s chief of staff, described
the union as full partners.#” The district and
union have built a strong cooperative rela-
tionship, in part through the experience of
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pioneering an alternative teacher pay pro-
gram in the 1990s. Noting that the partner-
ship is based on a shared primary focus on
student welfare, Lynch said that the two par-
ties “work collectively” to resolve their prob-
lems, including “sometimes big disagree-
ments.” 48

The local organization’s cooperative

...special

e efforts have been bolstered by the
teaching va- national organization’s affirmative
cancies had stance on alternative teacher licen-
declined sure. In February 2004, AFT’s ex-
from 23 and ecutive council approved a resolu-
26 in the pre-  tion supporting such programs,
vious two provided the following criteria are

years, respec-

met:49

tively, to

only two at o

Candidates are specifically re-

the ;l:eginning cruited as “talented individuals”
3{; i;jg(lﬂ' with a bachelors degree
- ¢ (Candidates are required to pass

a “rigorous screening process” to
prove content mastery
® Programs are field-based, or require
teachers to learn and observe in the class-
room
¢ Candidates receive “coursework or
equivalent experiences” in professional edu-
cation practices “before and while teaching”
® Candidates “work closely with mentor
teachers”
¢ Candidates achieve high performance
standards

Douglas County’s program largely meets the
criteria set forth in the national AFT resolu-

tion. Moreover, AFT-created “Education Re-
search and Development” courses in numer-
ous areas provide a significant component of
the training available to waiver candidates.>

The teachers union that represents most
teachers in Colorado, the National Education
Association (NEA), has a more proscriptive

position regarding licensure. NEA believes
that all teacher preparation programs must
be “evaluated and accredited by the National
Council for Accreditation of Teacher Educa-
tion (NCATE),”>! which would exclude
Douglas County’s program. DCF president
Brenda Smith said NEA’s stance against al-
ternative licensure “doesn’t help our kids or
solve the immediate problem” of teaching
shortages in various areas.>2 The Colorado
Education Association (CEA), NEA’s state
affiliate, actively opposed the waiver request
in 2006.5

DCF does not see the PIR piece of the waiver
program as a threat to its membership. “It’s
not something that’s going to take away from
current teachers, and it will strengthen our
district,” said Smith.> Castle View High
School principal Dr. Lisle Gates said in 2007
that his staff, including many DCFT mem-
bers, were “excited” to bring in some outside
professionals into the classroom.>

As another partnership, in addition to the
waiver program, TLC organizes cohorts of
current district teachers to take advanced
coursework together through five different
postsecondary teacher education programs.
Many of the courses are held at TLC's facility
and taught by some of the 60 adjunct college
instructors who also serve on Douglas
County’s faculty or staff. This approach en-
courages employee collaboration and infuses
the curriculum with district initiatives.5

First-Year Results of the Learning Center
Waiver Program

Learning Center executive director Mike
Lynch reported that special education teach-
ing vacancies had declined from 23 and 26 in
the previous two years, respectively, to only
two at the beginning of the 2007-08 school
year. In previous years the district had to
hire emergency-licensed, unqualified persons
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to fill the special education gaps. “Now we
feel like we’re more in control of our des-
tiny,” Lynch said. He anticipated no shortage
in special education teaching positions for
2008-09.57

State assessment results released in July 2008
show flat results as part of Douglas County’s
five-year CSAP improvement plan. The al-
ready high-achieving district gained ground
on 12 reading, writing, and math tests, lost
ground on 11 others, and showed no differ-
ence on one test.® However, for a fuller pic-
ture, the Learning Center leadership looks to
cross-reference the student assessment data
with feedback received from each waiver
candidate’s principal and mentor. Once
available, the information should provide a
richer picture of the waiver program’s first-
year impacts.>

To help focus on goals rather than processes,
the Learning Center has adopted the name
“results room” for the on-site space where
waiver candidates receive training.® The
program’s earliest available results are found
in teacher retention. Of the 30 waiver candi-
dates who worked with TLC in 2007-08, 28
made it through the entire term of their one-
year contracts. Interestingly, the two candi-
dates who left early were the same two who
had been hired late and did not participate in
the July 2007 “boot camp.”6!

Of the 28 remaining teachers, 20 had their
contracts renewed to continue in their posi-
tions for 2008-09. Lynch said that three were
cut by district downsizing from budget cut-
backs, two left the district for personal rea-
sons, and one planned to switch to a counsel-
ing position. Only two candidates had to be
non-renewed for performance issues.®2 Nu-
merous principals and mentors were favora-
bly “amazed by how much waiver candi-
dates had gained in one year,” Lynch said.®?

One of the waiver candidates received a
nomination for Douglas County School Dis-
trict’s 2007-08 Apple Awards, given annually
to the district’s best teachers. Only one nomi-
nee is chosen from each of Douglas County’s
68 schools. Approximately one in 50 district
teachers was nominated, while waiver candi-
dates represent fewer than one in 100 of the
total faculty. Eight waiver candidates re-
ceived other building-level teaching
awards.t4

Looking Forward

Due to the Douglas County Learning Center
waiver program’s first-year success and the

school district facing the necessity of down-

sizing, only 16 waiver candidates
started into the July 2008 “boot
camp,” slightly more than half the
number who came through in 2007-
08.6

In addition to developing more of its
own teachers, the Learning Center
began training staff members of Hope
Online Co-op Academy in September
2008. Hope Online is an online char-
ter school that delivers instruction to
more than 4,000 students at its 54
“learning centers” based along Colo-

Of the 28 re-
maining
teachers, 20
had their
contracts
renewed to
continue in
their posi-
tions for
2008-09....
Only two
candidates
had to be
non-renewed

rado’s Front Range. Hope Online was for petform-

chartered by the tiny rural Vilas

ance issues.

School District from its inception in 2005, but
Douglas County officially assumed the role

of authorizer in May 2008.66

The Learning Center in the Bigger Picture

of Teaching Credentials

A 2001 report by education analyst Kate
Walsh criticized the credentialing monopoly
that postsecondary schools of education hold
over the profession. Walsh cited numerous
studies showing the strong link between a

teacher’s verbal ability —a factor unaffected
by the certification process —and classroom
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effectiveness. Teacher quality and teacher
certification cannot be equated to one an-
other, she argued.®”

Grading the Learning Center’s Alternative Path
to the Classroom

The current prevailing system that dictates
entry into the teaching profession is based on
a regulatory strategy that measures low-
threshold “inputs” and places no focus on
student growth “outputs.” Meanwhile, many
of the regulations bind graduates of teacher

The current
prevailing
system that
dictates en-
try into the
teaching pro-
fession is
based on a
regulatory
strategy that
measures
low-
threshold
“inputs” and
places no
focus on stu-
dent growth
“outputs.”

preparation programs to pedagogy
and methodology that lacks a re-
search-based foundation.®8

A 2007 report from the National
Council on Teacher Quality
(NCTQ) sought to rate various al-
ternative paths to traditional
teacher certification. The report as-
sessed 49 programs across the na-
tion —a mix of programs run by
higher education institutions,
school districts, or private entities —
using four major criteria:

® Academic Selectivity (minimum
GPA requirement for early-career
applicants)

® Strong Subject-matter Knowledge
(subject area major requirement)

® Streamlined and Practical Sequence
(amount and type of coursework, program

length)

® Intensive New Teacher Support (practice
teaching and mentorship)®®

The report found no programs that suc-
ceeded in all four criteria, and only a few
“met more than one of the four components
of a model program.”70

Douglas County’s Learning Center license
(as opposed to the Teachers-in-Residence or

Professionals-in-Residence programs) can be
rated according to the same criteria. The pro-
gram succeeds in meeting the model pro-
gram requirements in two areas:

¢ Intensive New Teacher Support: The
well-documented focus on interaction with a
personal mentor, Building Resource Teacher,
school principal, and Learning Center leader-
ship makes this the strongest suit of the pro-
gram.

® Streamlined and Practical Sequence:
The emphasis on educational practice over
theory, the organic connection of the district-
developed Blueprint to local standards and
objectives, the flexibility of individually-
tailored plans, and the one-year length of the
program combine to give Douglas County
high marks in this area.

The Learning Center license very nearly
reaches the threshold for one of the model
components:

® Strong Subject-matter Knowledge: Like
the state of Colorado’s alternative licensure
program, Learning Center teaching candi-
dates are required to have the 24 credit hours
of approved coursework (but not necessarily
a major) in the area of endorsement, per No
Child Left Behind’s “Highly Qualified” re-
quirement. Most Douglas County candidates
surpass the minimum mandate.

However, the Learning Center license comes
up short in the following area:

® Academic Selectivity: TLC has no mini-
mum GPA requirement for applicants.

In the Context of Research on Teacher Credentials
In a 2001 report for the Progressive Policy
Institute, education professor and policy ex-
pert Frederick Hess called for a teacher certi-
fication process with fewer state controls. His
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vision for a competitive process suggested no
more than three basic requirements for pro-
spective educators: 1) A bachelors degree
from a recognized college or university; 2)
Successful completion of a relevant content
competency assessment; and 3) Passing a
thorough criminal background check.”!

Hess stated: “In a world without certification
as we know it, districts and schools would
have more flexibility to make appropriate
arrangements to ensure that their new teach-
ers are prepared, inducted, and supervised in
a manner appropriate to the challenges at
hand.”72 Under these terms, the Douglas
County program should be considered a
small but significant experiment with such a
new system. Learning Center executive di-
rector Mike Lynch says district leaders recog-
nize the “golden opportunity” provided by
their two-year waiver agreement. His hope is
that other school districts and local education
agencies “can replicate what we’ve done and
learn from our mistakes.””3

The academic debate over the value of
teacher credentials continues. A 2006 study
by a team of Ivy League economists found
“little difference in the average academic
achievement impacts of certified, uncertified
and alternatively certified teachers” in New
York City.”* However, in 2007, researchers
from Duke University gathered evidence
from North Carolina public secondary
schools and concluded that “teacher creden-
tials are important policy levers that are
clearly predictive of student achievement.””5

But the case of Douglas County could pro-
vide a new angle to explore the credentials
question. Analytical resources will be needed
to quantify the results of the district’'s decen-
tralized training and licensure program. Un-
derstanding the relative effects of the waiver
program’s quality and standards versus its

increased flexibility to allow greater profes-
sional entry for talented individuals may be a

key finding for the ongoing debate.

Regardless, the district is bound by the terms
of its agreement with the state to provide
tangible improvements in student achieve-
ment. If successful, Douglas County’s experi-
ment should clear the way for other local
education agencies. Lynch says to follow suit

a school district would need to be
committed to academic excellence
and guided by a “belief in continuous
improvement.” The productive part-
nership with a recognized teacher
organization is also “vital.”76

Conclusion and Recommendations
Douglas County’s licensure waiver
program is a small but positive step
toward improving the supply and
diversity of talented teachers in pub-
lic schools. If the district meets the
stated goals for improved student
achievement, a thorough analysis will
be needed to discern the factors in the
program that determine its success.

Douglas County has pioneered locally-

A 2006 study
by a team of
Ivy League
economists
found “little
difference in
the average
academic
achievement
impacts of
certified, un-
certified and
alternatively
certified
teachers” in
New York
City.

specialized alternative teaching paths for
Colorado. To continue the progress, more
school districts and other local education
agencies should be provided incentives to
craft their own teacher licensure and en-
dorsement programs to fill the gaps in their
instructional workforces. Such programs

should:

® Lower the barriers to the classroom by
cutting down bureaucratic processes, while
maintaining a threshold of content knowl-

edge through rigorous assessment

® Wherever applicable, infuse instructional
training with an emphasis on research-based

curricula and best practices
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® Design training around the needs of stu-
dents

® Recruit candidates both from inside and
outside the teaching profession, seeking pas-
sionate candidates with strong intellectual
aptitudes and communication skills

e Utilize technological and scheduling
flexibility to make fullest use of non-
traditional professionals in teaching special-
ized courses

® Encourage collaboration and participa-
tion from teachers organizations, but not
limit input to union bargaining agents and
not subject program guidelines to the union
collective bargaining process

® Require program participants to under-
take rigorous basic overview of course plan-
ning and classroom management

® Invest in distance learning and related
online technologies to supplement the pro-
gram and to provide additional flexibility for
the reasonable convenience of candidates

® Incorporate mentorship and regular
evaluation as part of an intense support sys-
tem for new teachers

Reducing the restrictiveness of the creden-
tialing process is a necessary, but not suffi-
cient, means of getting the most from our
teaching workforce. Aligning compensation
systems more closely with performance and
outcomes, and removing costly obstacles to
dismissing poorly-performing instructors,
are two other reforms needed to enhance in-
structional quality.

Even so, locally-run alternative licensure pro-
grams provide a potentially significant policy
tool for reducing the quality teaching gaps in
hard-to-fill subject areas. In addition to
broader procedural reforms, creating cus-
tomized new paths to the classroom that
loosen the credentialing process while em-
phasizing standards of knowledge and per-
formance should help alleviate overall weak-
nesses in instruction. Allowing programs
similar to the one operated by Douglas
County to multiply and flourish is an excel-
lent way to expand quality teaching in Colo-
rado.
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