
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Connecticut State Department of Education (CSDE) partnered with researchers from Boston University’s Wheelock Educa-
tional Policy Center (WEPC) to examine the relationship between the state’s teacher licensure policies and the composition and 
quality of its teacher workforce. This research project focused on understanding the association between performance on Praxis II 
subject-matter tests, which prospective teachers must pass in order to obtain licensure, and 1) their later effectiveness at improv-
ing student test scores, as well as 2) the overall supply of teachers into the workforce. This report summarizes key context, meth-
ods, results, and implications for consideration by policymakers. Overall, WEPC researchers found that Connecticut’s current set 
of licensure test requirements are influential in shaping the composition of the teacher workforce. Separately but relatedly, WEPC 
found a weak link between licensure test performance and teacher impacts on student test score growth.

A Technical Appendix with more detailed information about this research study can be found at wheelockpolicycenter.org/all-re-
search.

STATE AND NATIONAL RESEARCH CONTEXT
If you want to teach in a U.S. public school, chances are you will have to take and pass at least one standardized licensure exam. 
In fact, all 50 states require prospective teachers to pass one or more subject-matter test to obtain teaching certification, and 15 
states require applicants to pass basic skills tests to gain admission into a teacher preparation program. While ubiquitous, these 
testing requirements are also controversial, and debates about their purpose and impact have sparked anew in recent years given 
growing concern about teacher shortages and the lack of diversity in the educator workforce.

Like many other states, Connecticut has been evaluating and revising its policies within this national context. In 2016, for example, 
Connecticut was one of the first states to do away with the requirement that prospective teachers take and pass a basic skills test 
(Praxis I) for entry into a teacher preparation program. Then, in 2021, amidst continued change efforts underway by CSDE, legisla-
tion in Connecticut (SB 1202) required the department of education to assess requirements governing content-area mastery and 
consider a multiple measures approach. Aligned with this charge, CSDE engaged with Boston University’s WEPC to investigate the 
relationships between these licensure tests, student achievement, and, to the extent possible, the composition and quality of the 
teacher workforce. 

This research effort builds on and extends studies conducted in several other states by examining the relationships between 
licensure test performance and student achievement in Connecticut specifically. In states like North Carolina, Washington, and 
Massachusetts, previous work by other researchers revealed present, though weak, correlations between test scores and later 
teacher impacts.1 Replicating these analyses was an important first step for WEPC’s research in Connecticut, as it provided insight 
into the predictive utility of the tests themselves within the state’s own context. The next line of inquiry, however, was more novel 
within the broader research base, shedding new light on the ways in which licensure test requirements affect the entry of prospec-
tive educators into the teaching profession. 
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Licensure tests are not unique to the teaching workforce. About 30% of U.S. workers are employed in an occupation that requires 
a government license.2 Within some of these other professions, there is growing evidence to suggest that increases in licensure 
requirements may restrict the supply of workers (e.g., physical therapy, accountants, cosmetology).3 This study adds to this 
research base by providing further information about the effects of occupational licensure requirements on workforce entry within 
the specific context of education. 

DATA AND APPROACH 
In this study, the authors examine longitudinal data from Connecticut, including all Praxis II scores beginning in 1995, teacher cer-
tification data from 2002 to 2022, staff assignment data from 2002 to 2020, and student achievement data from 2014 to 2021. 
The study sample consists of about 85,000 individuals with Praxis II scores; about 51,000 of them also have teacher employment 
records within the state.

There are a few important things to note about the data and analytic approach used in this study:

	�  Praxis II is not a single test but rather a wide range of subject-specific assessments. Each unique subject-area license requires 
different tests, some requiring one, and others, like elementary, requiring multiple. WEPC’s analysis accounts for differences 
across tests, but many tests have too few participants for the authors to be able to confidently identify their distinct impacts on 
workforce entry separate from the overall pattern observed for all Praxis II tests.4 In the case of Praxis II tests in STEM subjects, 
however, the authors were able to detect a distinct effect of first-time failure on workforce entry; this STEM-specific finding is 
highlighted in the Results section below.   

	� The researchers observe all test-taking attempts (first attempt, best attempt, and any retakes) but primarily report the results 
for each test-taker’s first attempt, as they include the largest sample of test-takers and results follow a largely consistent pat-
tern across attempts. 

	�  When examining the relationship between Praxis II subject-matter test performance and teachers’ later effectiveness at improv-
ing student test scores, the authors look only at the tests that are directly tied to the grades and subjects in which students 
take state standardized assessments (i.e., third-through-eighth grade math and ELA). This means that they do not estimate the 
predictiveness of Praxis II performance for, e.g., social studies, science, music, art, or high-school math and English teachers, as 
these roles are not tied to state-tested grades and subjects. Additionally, this analysis does not examine whether licensure test 
performance predicts teacher effectiveness at improving non-tested outcomes, which are undoubtedly important though less 
directly tied to the content matter found in Praxis II tests. 

	� In attempting to establish the relationship between Praxis II performance and later teacher effectiveness, the authors include 
only individuals that end up teaching in a Connecticut public school in a tested grade and subject area. Thus, the results may not 
directly apply to those who took a Praxis II test but were never observed as a teacher in a state-tested grade and subject. Howev-
er, in examining the impact of the licensure tests on the overall supply of the workforce, the authors include all individuals taking 
any Praxis II test, whether they show up in the workforce or not. Because of this difference in which test-takers are included in 
each analysis, the researchers caution against too many generalizations between the two different sets of results identified in 
this study.  

	� Because of data availability limitations, the researchers were unable to examine variations based on prospective teachers’ race/
ethnicity or gender. Future work may be able to incorporate additional data and/or analytic methods to address the critically 
important question of whether the effects of licensure test requirements on workforce entry differ for teachers from different 
backgrounds.

	� This study focuses on Praxis II assessments and does not include the Foundations of Reading test that is also administered as 
part of Connecticut’s teacher licensure process.

Estimating the relationship between licensure scores and later teacher effects on student achievement. Similar to prior studies, the 
researchers apply a value-added model to estimate for each teacher the difference in the average test scores of students they 
instruct and the score that these students would be predicted to achieve based on their prior year test scores and other observed 
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characteristics. They then examine the correlation between these value-added scores in either math or ELA and a teacher’s rele-
vant licensure test scores. 

Estimating the causal effect of failing the licensure test on becoming a teacher. An important feature of this study is the ability to mea-
sure the causal link between a prospective teacher’s success or failure on a licensure test and their eventual entry into the profes-
sion. The researchers used a regression discontinuity design to exploit the similar attributes of candidates right above and below 
the passing cut-score for each test and examine the differences in their trajectories into or away from the profession.

Full details on the study design, sample, and methodology are available in the Technical Appendix at wheelockpolicycenter.org/
all-research.

RESULTS
Overall, the research team found that: 

	�  Consistent with other studies from other states, there is a positive but very small relationship between teacher 
candidates’ performance on Praxis II subject-matter tests and their later impacts on student achievement, as measured 
by test score value-added in ELA and math.

	�  In Connecticut, failing a first attempt at a Praxis II subject-matter test significantly and substantially reduces a candi-
date’s likelihood of becoming certified to teach in a public school.5

	�  Among individuals who just pass a Praxis II test, 82% go on to obtain a teaching certification, compared to 74% of 
those who just fall short of receiving a passing score. 

	�  In a scenario where passing cut-scores are reduced slightly (by approximately 4 points or 0.5 standard deviations), 
the number of Praxis II takers obtaining certification would likely increase by about 25 individuals each year. This 
estimate is based on various assumptions, which may not hold true in reality, but it provides a sense of the scale of 
test-takers affected by the Praxis II requirement.  

	�  The deterrent effect of first-time Praxis II failure appears to be stronger for those pursuing a STEM certification.6

	�  Among individuals who just pass a Praxis II test in a STEM subject, 75% go on to obtain a STEM teaching certifica-
tion, compared to 67% of those who just fall short of receiving a passing score.

	�  In the same scenario described above, where passing cut-scores are reduced slightly, the number of Praxis II takers 
obtaining STEM certification would likely increase by about 6 individuals each year. 

FUTURE WORK
These results do not suggest an obvious path forward. There is a lot we are continuing to learn about the forces that move the 
teacher labor market, and more we must understand about the role licensure tests play in a complex policy environment. In most 
cases, states use licensure tests as a way to ensure that teachers entering the profession possess the minimum content knowl-
edge needed to teach specific grades and subjects. The question policymakers are continually seeking to understand, however, is 
whether these tests are serving this intended purpose and whether there are unintended consequences associated with them. 

The findings in this report shed some light on the potential trade-offs at play in requiring prospective teachers to pass licensure 
tests. On the one hand, the study finds that Connecticut’s Praxis II requirement is deterring some prospective teachers who fail 
their first attempt at a subject-matter licensure test from persisting into the profession. On the other hand, there is ambiguity 
associated with predicting what would happen to the overall supply and entry of teachers into the workforce if these requirements 
were changed or removed. It is also important to consider that, in at least some grades and subjects, these tests are not highly pre-
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dictive of teachers’ later impacts on student test score growth. State and local leaders in Connecticut and other places will need to 
make judgment calls about whether and how to adapt existing licensure requirements to account for this evidence alongside their 
broader goals for increasing teacher supply, diversity, and quality. As policymakers consider these potential policy changes, there 
are several points worth bearing in mind: 

1.	 We cannot fully predict the impact of changing licensure or testing requirements on the composition of the teacher work-
force. Based on the results of this study, we cannot say with certainty what would happen if testing requirements were 
significantly reduced or altered. There are still too many unknowns about the various conditions that influence and intersect in 
an individual’s decisions to enter and persist in the teacher pipeline. For example, our analysis does not consider the extent to 
which the presence of a testing requirement alters the pool of individuals who decide to pursue teacher licensure. That said, in 
the context of the pandemic, many states have significantly altered their licensure requirements, particularly around testing, 
creating natural experiments in some areas that researchers are seeking to document and understand. WEPC is one such 
entity, partnering with Massachusetts, for instance, to understand the impacts of their pandemic-induced emergency license. 
So, while we don’t yet have solid evidence on the counterfactuals of licensure exams as they have traditionally been used, we 
should have new insights to lend to this understanding within the coming months and years.

2.	 Where you set the passing cut-score likely matters. There is immense discretion in where states decide to set the pass/fail 
bar for these tests. In the case of the Praxis suite, most states have adopted the ETS-recommended cut score, and in so doing 
have also helped to maintain consistency across state borders for the purposes of licensure reciprocity. The results of this 
study, however, suggest that even small changes in where states set the passing score are likely to affect the number of individ-
uals entering the teacher workforce. Thus, states should closely evaluate whether their chosen licensure test cut-scores truly 
represent their minimum content knowledge expectations for novice teachers.

3.	 All tests are not created equal, and licensure policies that differentiate across subject areas are probably worth exploring. This 
is especially important given that some of the results in this study vary by subject area—notably that the deterrent effect of 
first-time Praxis II failure appears to be stronger for STEM subjects, which are a known shortage area in many districts.

4.	 It is worth continuing to question whether we have the right measures in place to assess teacher and student knowledge. 
The premise behind licensure test requirements is that teachers’ content knowledge matters for their ability to effectively help 
students learn that content, and that licensure tests are an accurate predictive tool for measuring this content knowledge. If we 
believe these two things to be true, we would expect to see a relatively strong relationship between licensure test performance 
and student test score growth in aligned subjects. Since in this case we don’t observe this strong relationship, it may mean 
we should be interrogating the underlying assumptions behind what licensure tests measure and how. To this point, several 
states have begun exploring other ways to assess teachers’ baseline content knowledge—for example requiring a degree in 
the subject area or a portfolio review—but not enough evidence exists to date to suggest that these alternatives are any better 
aligned with later impacts on student learning. Unfortunately, until better options become available, states are in the unenvi-
able position of weighing the tradeoffs between the current system, a lack of other viable alternatives, and the unknowns about 
what happens without a clear requirement in place.   
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