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One of the greatest barriers to effective school staffing in districts across the country is the shortage of teachers in specific content areas – especially math and science.  While public consciousness of the need for math and science teachers is generally high, practical solutions to the problem have been hard to find.  Rising standards for teacher certification (including the No Child Left Behind “highly qualified” provision) have closed off loopholes and workarounds that allowed school districts to fill math and science vacancies in the past.

The New Teacher Project, a non-profit consulting organization, has worked with several of its client school districts to pilot innovative approaches to the math-science shortage.  Through the New York City Teaching Fellows (NYCTF) program, we have partnered with the New York City Department of Education to launch alternative certification avenues – called Math Immersion and Science Immersion – aimed at dramatically increasing the number of math and science teachers,--all of whom meet the highly qualified distinction—available to teach in New York City’s public schools.  The target audience for these programs is talented individuals with substantial coursework and career experience in the relevant content area but not a full academic major.  
Our experience with Math Immersion and Science Immersion has been that there are large numbers of individuals who possess outstanding content skills and are interested in teaching, but who are prevented from entering the profession as math or science teachers because of regulations surrounding the subject area major.  These regulations, for example, would typically dictate that even an engineer with years of experience in the industry and irrefutable mathematical proficiency would be unable to teach math at the high school level because he did not major specifically in mathematics. However, we believe that this type of individual and many others are still well qualified to teach these critical-need subject areas even without a subject major.  In many cases, we’ve seen that Immersion candidates score just as well as or better than candidates with a math or science major  on the content-based state certification exams.

NYCTF utilizes a multi-stage screening and interview process to select only the most promising candidates. Admitted candidates are required to complete a two-week “immersion” period of intensive coursework in the content area in addition to a seven-week general pre-service training prior to beginning teaching.  Finally, all candidates must pass a state certification exam in the relevant content area prior to beginning teaching.  Fellows enroll in a city-subsidized master’s of education program at a local university during their first years in the classroom and become eligible for permanent state certification after completing the master’s degree and three years of teaching.  More details are available at www.nycteachingfellows.org.
The Math Immersion program was piloted in summer 2002 and significantly expanded beginning in summer 2003.  Currently, the New York City Teaching Fellows supplies 300-400 math teachers per year to classrooms across the city.  Almost 90 percent of last year’s math Fellows participated in the Math Immersion route as opposed to arriving with a math major.  Since 2002, NYCTF has provided more than 1,100 math Fellows still active in the school system; approximately 85 percent of them are Math Immersion Fellows.  Retention for Math Immersion Fellows has been just as strong as for other Fellows.
The impact of the Math Immersion program has been significant.  In the late 1990s, state regulations dictated that all districts were to eliminate uncertified teachers.  New York City had thousands of uncertified teachers on its rolls, and subjects such as math and science had the highest percentages of uncertified teachers.  Even if New York City succeeded in hiring every newly certified math teacher graduating from a college in New York State, it still would not have been able to come into state compliance.  By launching Math Immersion, the city has been able to eliminate uncertified math teachers and provide a carefully screened, certified teacher for all its students.

This year, NYCTF is expanding the immersion model to science for the first time.  Candidates with a strong coursework background in biology, chemistry, earth science, and physics will participate in a two-week immersion course this June prior to their seven-week pre-service training for NYCTF.  Our goal is to make it possible to fill each New York City science vacancy in coming years with a qualified, capable science instructor.  Current projections indicate that the new Science Immersion program will increase the number of science Fellows in New York City by at least 40 percent this year.
In this session, Timothy Daly, TNTP’s manager for the NYC Teaching Fellows program, will discuss the practical implementation of immersion programs and results to date.  We will explore the strategies used to recruit individuals with a strong science background into the teaching profession and the long term benefits of using alternate route programs to meet teacher need in high need subjects such as science.
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