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Florida’s critical shortage of  highly qualified teachers exceeds 30,000 yearly—
a trend that will continue for the next ten to fifteen years. And Florida is not 
the only state struggling with this critical shortage. Across the nation, states 
are actively seeking new teachers—in fact, some school districts are even 
recruiting abroad. Florida is planning a national public-relations campaign in 
an attempt to lure thousands of  new teachers to Sunshine State classrooms, 
as the state will need nearly 32,000 new teachers for the start of  the 2006–07 
school year, or almost 9,000 more than it can expect to attract based on this 
year’s hiring figures. There are several factors producing this looming shortage: 
attrition rate through retirement and/or resignation, increasing school-aged 
population in the state, a constitutional amendment requiring class size limits, 
and a university system that produces only 5,000 teachers per year. Of  those 
5,000 teachers, only 3,000 actually enter the classroom. And once those new 
teachers enter the classroom, one-third of  them will leave by the third year, 
and half  of  them by the fifth. The critical questions, then, are how to recruit, 
retain, and renew teachers at five times the current rate.

A Multifaceted Approach

Recruitment
Finding the solutions to these questions will require a multifaceted approach, 
the first of  which is to seek out and recruit new individuals to the teaching 
profession. Through such programs as Grow Our Own Teachers—a federally 
funded program at Indian River Community College—and local initiatives, 
teacher academies are currently under development in high schools, providing 
support and encouragement to students who are planning to become 
teachers and offering them a head start on courses through such acceleration 
mechanisms as dual enrollment. These students join their counterparts in 
community college or university courses to form cohorts for exploring the 
profession and for developing skills that will one day serve them well in the 
classroom.
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Paraprofessional or paraeducators are another rich source of  new teachers. 
Required by No Child Left Behind mandates to become highly qualified, 
these individuals must earn an associate’s degree, complete sixty credits of  
college study, or successfully pass a rigorous examination. The development 
of  multiple pathways for entering the teaching profession for these individuals 
allows many to continue their training while maintaining their current 
positions. Such career lattices make the transition from paraprofessional to 
professional an attainable goal.

Retention
The next task is to retain those who are new to the profession and sustain them 
during their first five years. Recent research into the factors that influence 
beginning teachers to leave the profession has indicated three major areas: 
salary, support, and classroom management. Our ability to assist in addressing 
these areas is considerable. 

It was predictable that low salary would be a major reason for dissatisfaction. 
Increasing salaries is a critical issue that remains to be solved, but we could, 
through grant funding, pay stipends to beginning teachers who enroll in 
induction programs that offer opportunities to work with highly skilled model 
teachers. Having mutually selected mentor/mentee relationships is a key 
factor in retaining new teachers. And ensuring a collegial and professional 
environment where teachers are valued for their expertise increases the 
likelihood that new teachers will stay to become seasoned veterans.

The second most frequently mentioned reason was poor administrative support. 
This is a rather broad issue, since many factors make up this support. Close 
scrutiny yields a realization that having adequate supplies, uninterrupted time 
to teach, a personal relationship with another faculty member, and a say in 
decision making are key issues. Providing teachers with the data and resources 
needed to make critical judgments about students and giving credence to their 
opinions enhance the sense of  professional stature that teachers often lack but 
truly need.

The third reason—classroom management—derives from a combination of  
factors: student discipline problems and poor student motivation. These are 
perhaps the most intractable, yet there are techniques that beginning teachers 
can use for solving these problems. It must be mentioned that veteran teachers 
struggle with these issues as well. Ongoing professional development—the 
kind in which teachers have the opportunity to try out new methods and learn 
from each other—makes much more sense than having a consultant fly in 
and preach a good sermon about how things should be done with students he 
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or she has never met. We can learn a great deal from such models as lesson 
study, in which individual concepts are explored, and methods for instruction 
are presented and enhanced so that best practices as well as alternatives are 
provided for each teacher of  that subject. Teachers know what is best for their 
students; they should be encouraged to apply that knowledge rather than try 
to adhere to the latest fad. There are so many theories and methods available 
today that a teacher could spend a lifetime trying out something new each 
day, never hitting on the one thing that will make instruction always engaging 
and effective for every student. Too much hoopla and too much hype attend 
these educational gurus who claim far and wide that they have the one true 
answer to every teaching dilemma. Few of  these panaceas actually work with 
live students.

Renewal
Finally, too many teachers leave or shut down because they have become 
bored with what they are doing. They have lost the desire to continue to 
struggle against inattention, poor motivation, and disruptive behavior, or are 
serving out their time to retirement without hope of  rekindling the burning 
desire to share their knowledge. For these, we must concentrate on a renewal 
process—one that gives them the success they need to continue to enjoy the 
profession they chose and once loved. And so recruitment, retention, and 
renewal are all part of  the solution to the shortage of  highly qualified teachers. 
What is needed is innovation and creativity. The old methods are simply not 
getting the job done. 

Teaching is a profession, and professionalism is a clearly demonstrated means 
of  sustaining those who teach in our K–12 schools. Research shows that 
even those who are traditionally prepared for the classroom tend to leave in 
heartbreaking numbers. Those who are recruited to the classroom without any 
instructional course work whatsoever are often the first to leave, giving up in 
frustration and defeat. I hasten to add that our young people also suffer from 
this lack of  instructional skills. Enhancing the professionalism of  teachers 
promises to strengthen the bonds that keep teachers in the classroom year after 
year. Providing them with strategies for such tasks as classroom management, 
lesson planning, and infusing technology into instruction enhances their 
effectiveness. Making professional development readily available, affordable, 
and timely enhances a teacher’s resolve to “stick with it.”

A New Pathway to Teaching in Florida
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New Innovations

In order to increase the supply of  highly qualified teachers, new pathways 
must be found. Florida’s community colleges have developed an innovative 
pathway to the teaching profession that has the potential to become a national 
model. I offer it as an example of  how postsecondary institutions can work 
together as partners with school districts, not only to help reduce the shortage 
but also to develop a new kind of  teacher with real-world knowledge supported 
by effective instructional skills. 

History
Community college leaders became deeply concerned about the quality and 
supply of  new teachers as we began to see the effects of  poorly trained teachers 
and hastily hired substitutes with little or no training populating the faculties 
of  schools in our service area. In addition, we knew that this ugly truth was 
being played out across the state. With no highly qualified teachers to hire, 
school districts were taking anyone they could find. And these individuals, 
well-meaning though they may have been, actually did more harm than good, 
as they were assigned to the least successful students. Aware that these fill-in 
teachers were charged with instructing the group of  students who would most 
likely attend community college, we knew that it was time for us to step up 
to the plate to find solutions to our communities’ problems. We were already 
providing the first two years of  teacher education to over 60 percent of  those 
entering the universities. We decided that we could do much more. 

Indian River Community College, along with Florida Community College at 
Jacksonville and Palm Beach Community College, applied for and received a 
Teach for Florida Grant, which was the genesis of  the Educator Preparation 
Institutes in Florida.

When SB 2986 created the opportunity for community colleges to create 
Educator Preparation Institutes (EPIs), Indian River Community College 
took the lead in designing a competency-based program that was to become 
the model for Florida community colleges. This model was developed 
collaboratively with twenty-four participating community colleges and with 
the support and assistance of  both Florida’s Division of  Community Colleges 
and Workforce Education (CCWFE) and our chancellor, David Armstrong. 
The model soon gained the support of  John Winn—Florida’s commissioner 
of  education—and the Florida Board of  Education, which recognized that 
community colleges had a solution that would be successful and that would 
not require years of  study nor extensive costs to implement. Through face-to-
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face meetings, conference calls, and a QuickPlace knowledge room, the joint 
proposal that now leads to professional certification and a new pathway to 
teaching was hammered out. The model has been adopted by twenty-four of  
the twenty-eight community colleges in the state. One college, St. Petersburg, 
has been granted the authority to bestow bachelor’s degrees and has submitted 
a credit-based model. The three remaining community colleges are currently 
in the process of  submitting applications following the model and joining this 
statewide program. All of  the partners are dedicated to providing consistent 
programs that follow the model. Twelve EPIs have full approval, with others 
in various stages of  the approval process. Representatives from each EPI 
institution meet regularly with staff  from the CCWFE staff  to ensure that 
EPIs are performing as required. We are all keenly aware of  the scrutiny we 
are under to deliver on our promise of  increased teacher supply. At present, 
592 students are enrolled in what is now being hailed as Florida’s Certification 
of  Choice. This number is expected to exceed 1,000 in the spring. In the 
next six years, our goal is to equal and surpass the teacher production of  the 
universities in the state. 

The Educator Preparation Institute
The Educator Preparation Institute (EPI) was designed for non-education 
post-baccalaureate degree holders. Some are seeking a second career; some 
are displaced workers due to downsizing or changing demands of  their fields 
of  expertise. Another group is composed of  individuals who have delayed 
entry into the workforce to raise their children, or who were not previously 
working but must now seek employment. Many are looking to pursue a career 
that they once considered but were discouraged from entering by their peers 
or parents. The potential pool is quite large. As individual EPIs across Florida 
offer informational meetings, they are stunned by the enormous response. 
Clearly, this is an untapped source. These individuals have backgrounds rich 
with experience and expertise in their chosen fields. They are mature and 
bring real-world knowledge that can enhance our educational system.

Building on a participant’s content-area skills and incorporating the critical 
competencies that are required of  effective teachers, the EPI offers individuals 
the opportunity to become highly certified teachers. This post-baccalaureate 
teacher development program focuses on skill sets and knowledge of  the 
instructional process, which will transform the individual into an engaging 
and inspiring teacher. More practical than theoretical, the program offers 
real classroom expertise presented by instructors who are currently teaching 
themselves, making this instruction authentic and current. All hold at least 
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master’s degrees in education, and many of  the instructors are certified by the 
National Board for Professional Teacher Standards. Cohort groups progress 
through the program together, forming a support network—along with 
instructors—to sustain them as they enter the classroom.

EPI Structure
By statute, EPIs have four components:

1. Professional development instruction to assist in-service teachers in 
both improving classroom instruction and meeting certification and 
recertification requirements

2. Instruction to assist potential and existing substitute teachers in 
performing their duties

3. Instruction to assist paraprofessionals in meeting education and 
training requirements

4. Instruction for baccalaureate degree holders to become certified 
teachers through competency-based alternative certification programs

Key criteria for the establishment of  EPIs are partnerships with school 
districts, the provision of  an ombudsman and qualified faculty, competency-
based instructional modules, field experience, demonstration of  the ability to 
teach, a review process and data collection, and a certificate of  completion. 

The competency-based teacher certification program consists of  four 
modules:

Module 1: The Instructional Process prepares the participant to set up a 
classroom, establish classroom policies and procedures, create objective-
based lesson plans, use various presentation styles, employ varied teaching 
strategies, develop and administer various forms of  assessment, integrate 
Sunshine State Standards into lesson development, establish and maintain 
cooperative relations with parents, and research professional literature to seek 
best practices and to hone the craft of  effective instruction. A major focus of  
this module is the ethical and legal obligations of  the teaching profession. 
Participants build a developmental, assessment, and professional portfolio 
demonstrating mastery of  competencies. There are four segments, or courses, 
in this module; these include Classroom Management, Instructional Strategies, 
Technology, and the Teaching and Learning Process. 

Module 2: Reading Fundamentals provides substantive knowledge of  lan-
guage structure and function as well as cognition of  phonemic awareness, 
phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. Further, it provides knowl-
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edge of  the integration of  the reading components. Instruction in this module 
is grounded in scientifically based reading research as a mechanism to inform 
instructional practice. 

Module 3: The Teaching Profession provides the foundation for becoming 
a productive member of  the teaching profession. The participants gain 
understanding of  the organization and administration of  the accredited public 
school, the laws governing teachers, the code of  ethics, and the purpose of  
schools. This module develops a professional perspective and creates a sense of  
grounding in the profession of  teaching. Participants complete field experience 
in accredited public, charter, or private schools. This field experience provides 
the opportunity to gain insight into the instructional process. Using a series 
of  prescribed observation tasks, each participant develops a reflective journal 
detailing his or her experience. Those participants who are currently teaching 
under temporary certification are required to complete the same series of  
observational field experience in the schools where they are assigned.

Module 4: Diversity provides the participant with an understanding of  the 
variety of  backgrounds and cultures that may be found in a typical classroom. 
Field experience gives a broader view of  the social aspects of  diversity and 
causes the participant to reevaluate personal beliefs and prejudices that 
may adversely affect the learning process. Participants complete a series 
of  experiences designed to give prospective teachers a perspective on the 
varied backgrounds of  students in public, charter, or accredited private 
schools. Cohorts meet to discuss these experiences and to relate them to their 
observations of  students as well as student behavior and interaction in the 
schools.

These modules are divided into seven courses for a total of  twenty-one credits. 
All have been added to Florida’s Common Course Numbering System.  Their 
numbers can be recorded on transcripts and transportable. These courses 
carry institutional credit and are not transferable to the upper division at 
a university. Participants who successfully complete the program of  study, 
meet the required competencies, and receive passing scores on the Florida 
Teacher Certification Examinations will be granted a five-year professional 
certificate.

The EPI Model
The EPI model includes a matrix developed to align Florida Educator 
Accomplished Practices, Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support 
Consortium, and National Educational Technology standards, and to specify 
assessments and artifacts that demonstrate competency in each standard. 
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These competency standards are not discrete skills that can be mastered in a 
single course but skill areas that must be assimilated over a series of  courses 
and experiences. Evidence of  competency achievement is uploaded to an 
electronic portfolio specifically designed for EPIs as part of  FACTS.org, a 
state-funded system to assist students in career and degree planning.

All participants are required to fully demonstrate ability to teach the subject 
area in a classroom setting. Participants create a lesson plan in the subject 
area and either teach that lesson plan before a group of  other program 
participants or are videotaped teaching that lesson plan. The lesson is then 
critiqued by program faculty and rated according to a rubric indicating the 
level of  proficiency. Those who achieve an acceptable rating will advance to 
demonstrating teaching ability in a classroom setting. The EPI collaborates 
with each individual school or school district to arrange for teaching 
demonstrations. A teaching demonstration is evaluated by the program 
instructor and the classroom teacher. Where possible, clinically trained 
classroom teachers assist in the evaluation. Teaching ability is evaluated using 
the same instrument employed by the public, charter, or accredited private 
school where the lessons are taught. After the evaluation, there is a debriefing 
session with the program participant to discuss strengths and weaknesses and 
to discuss any improvements necessary. 

Those participants who are currently employed by a school district or other 
accredited school are evaluated via the same system used by the employing 
school. After the evaluation, a debriefing session with the program participant 
covers any strengths or weaknesses, and a plan for improvement is developed 
if  needed.

EPIs are keenly aware of  the responsibility to assist entry into the teaching 
profession for only those who will adhere to the code of  ethics and who 
possess the disposition shown to be essential for effective instruction-sustained 
learning. Participants in the competency-based teacher preparation program 
provided by the EPI are evaluated on their disposition for teaching and the 
teaching profession through observation and rating by program instructors. In 
addition, participants are asked to complete a self-assessment of  disposition 
before, during, and after completion of  all instructional modules. Those 
found to be deficient in their disposition will be counseled on ways to improve 
deficiencies and/or counseled to consider another profession. It must be 
noted here that regardless of  the shortage of  teachers, placing an individual 
whose disposition for the profession is deficient can do more harm and retard 
learning as effectively as placing someone whose instructional techniques and 
knowledge are lacking. 
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A Valuable Alternative
Few would deny that the more traditional route to teaching is effective, but 
alternative routes can be equally so. There are those who argue that extensive 
subject knowledge is paramount in quality teaching, although others maintain 
that educational theory and instructional methodology are most important. 
In practice, both arguments have merit. Those who seek to become teachers 
through alternative routes already possess a requisite part of  the equation, 
having received at least a bachelor’s degree from an accredited institution 
of  higher learning. What they lack is the practical expertise that comes 
with instructional knowledge and experience. They need to be grounded in 
the profession and supported in ways that ensure their effectiveness in the 
classroom. But it is often impossible for those individuals who yearn to become 
quality teachers to either stop their present employment or travel from their 
home area to receive the instruction offered at the university. Moreover, the 
cost of  such course work is often prohibitive, and few can afford to pursue 
graduate degrees in order to prepare for a position in which they will teach for 
many years before their investment is realized in increased salary.

The community college system is a logical venue for providing the quality 
course work that will prepare these individuals to enter classrooms with 
confidence and knowledge of  instructional strategies that, accompanied by 
their subject matter knowledge, will make them the highly qualified teachers 
that we need and want for our youth. We can offer the course work through 
flexible scheduling and at a cost of  less than $1,300. Newly prepared teachers 
can be fully certified in less than a year. It has been said that community 
colleges get the job done faster, better, easier, cheaper, and closer to home. In 
the case of  the EPIs, this is absolutely true. Teaching is what we do best at the 
community college; producing highly qualified teachers for our schools is an 
important extension of  our mission.
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