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This brief examines the levels of access that English learner students (ELs) have to teachers with certain characteristics (e.g., 
certification status, teaching experience, and absenteeism). Teachers play a critical role in students’ academic achievement—
and while the evidence is less than conclusive, some studies do show that teachers with full certification, more experience, 
and less absenteeism are likely to exert more positive influence on student learning than uncertified, novice, and absentee 
teachers.1 However, too often, there are inequalities in the credentials and experience of instructional staff2 across schools 
serving diverse student populations.3 Research suggests that schools with high concentrations of students of color and high 
concentrations of students from low-income families tend to have higher percentages of uncertified, novice, and frequently 
absent teachers.4 Schools with high concentrations of ELs are likely to also have high concentrations of students of color and 
students from low-income families.5 Given the persistently low achievement of ELs compared with other subgroups—for 
example, in 2012–13, 5 percent of 8th grade ELs achieved the proficient level in math, compared with 37 percent of non-ELs,6 
and 61 percent of ELs graduated from high school, compared with 81 percent of all students7—it is useful to examine the 
access that ELs have to teachers with certain characteristics that might have a positive relationship with student outcomes.   

This brief uses data collected by the Office for Civil Rights in the 2011–12 Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC)8 to examine ELs’ 
access to teachers with certain characteristics and to answer the question: Do schools with higher concentrations of ELs have 
higher proportions of uncertified, novice, or frequently absent teachers, compared with schools with lower concentrations of 
ELs? The analyses compare schools with high (greater than 20 percent), medium (between 5 and 20 percent), and low (less 
than 5 percent) concentrations of ELs.   

The relationship between teacher characteristics and EL school composition is complex, involving multiple interrelated school 
factors not analyzed here (e.g., socioeconomic status, location, and racial/ethnic composition).9 The analyses presented in this 
brief are descriptive in nature. Determining why ELs perform academically below non-ELs is outside the scope of this analysis, 
and causality cannot be established based on the comparisons presented. Finally, these analyses are based on national data; 
findings may vary across states. 

This brief is part of a series of extant data analyses about the educational experiences of ELs. The topics of the other two 
briefs are college preparatory courses and programs and grade retention and high school completion. Those briefs present 
descriptive analyses of the 2011–12 CRDC data to explore the extent to which ELs have access to and participate in advanced 
coursework and other college preparatory activities and the educational success of ELs with respect to grade retention, high 
school graduation, and GED preparation program participation and credential attainment.10  

1 



HIGHLIGHTS

• Most teachers (86 percent) worked in schools where ELs were enrolled. About two teachers out of every five (39
percent) worked in a school where ELs comprised more than 5 percent of the school population.

• In schools with high concentrations of ELs, 2.6 percent of teachers were uncertified, compared with 2.3 percent of
teachers in schools with low concentrations of ELs.

• The percentage of teachers in their first or second year was slightly higher in schools with high English learner (EL)
concentrations than it was in schools with low EL concentrations (11 percent and 9 percent, respectively).

• Schools with high EL concentrations had lower percentages of teachers who were absent 10 or more days than
schools with low EL concentrations (27 percent of teachers in schools with high EL concentrations were absent
more than 10 days, compared with 29 percent in schools with low concentrations of ELs).

TEACHERS OF ENGLISH LEARNERS 
Teachers of ELs include general education teachers in reading/language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies, as 
well as teachers with special training and certification in English as a second language or bilingual education.11 This brief 
examines the access that ELs have to teachers with certain characteristics (certification status, teaching experience, and 
absenteeism). In terms of these measurable criteria, teachers are not evenly distributed across schools. The characteristics 
of teachers in schools with high proportions of ELs are of particular interest. Most teachers (61 percent) work in schools 
with no or few ELs; however, because ELs more commonly attend schools with large numbers of their English learner peers, 
the relatively small proportion (14 percent) of teachers in high EL schools educate the majority (63 percent) of ELs (Exhibit 
1). The following analyses compare the characteristics of instructional staff in schools with different concentrations of ELs.12

Exhibit 1 
Distribution of schools, ELs, and teachers by school-level EL concentration 

School-Level EL concentration  Number of 
schools 

Percentage of 
schools 

Number of 
ELs 

Percentage of 
ELs 

Percentage 
of teachers 

All schools 95,622 100 4,745,156 100 3,129,177 100 

High (20.01–100 % EL) 13,545 14  2,986,333 63  441,965 14  
Medium (5.01–20 % EL) 21,152 22  1,346,399 28  780,072 25  
Low (0.01–5 % EL) 37,076 39  412,424 9  1,467,375 47  
None (0 % EL) 23,849 25  0 0  439,765 14  

Number of 
teachers 

Exhibit reads: Of all 95,622 schools in the CRDC for which ELs composition could be calculated, 14 percent (13,545) had a high 
concentration of ELs. Of the 4.7 million ELs enrolled in schools, 63 percent (approximately 3.0 million) attended schools with a high 
concentration of ELs. Of all 3.1 million teachers, 14 percent (approximately 442,000) worked in schools with a high concentration of ELs. 
Note: Teacher counts are in full-time equivalent (FTE) units, rounded to the nearest whole number. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC), 2011–12. 
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TEACHER CERTIFICATION 13

States set their own requirements for certifying or licensing teachers. These requirements vary across states and can 
include education, supervised teaching requirements, and minimum competency test performance.14 Studies of teacher 
certification are inconclusive regarding whether certification affects student outcomes. According to one study, easily 
observed and quantifiable teacher attributes, such as credentials and test scores, only weakly correlate with student 
achievement.15  Another study, however, found that having a teacher with a provisional, temporary, or emergency 
certificate produces about 3 to 5 percent of a standard deviation loss in math performance and about a 2 percent standard 
deviation loss in reading performance.16

There does not appear to be a consistent pattern to the distribution of uncertified teachers according to school EL 
concentration. 

Schools with high concentrations of ELs had comparable percentages of uncertified teachers (2.6 percent) to schools with 
low EL concentrations (2.3 percent). Schools with medium concentrations of ELs had the highest percentages of uncertified 
teachers (3.2 percent).  

Exhibit 2 
Percentage of teachers who were uncertified, by school-level EL concentration: 

2011–12 
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Exhibit reads: In schools where ELs made up more than 20 percent of the student population, 2.6 
percent of teachers were uncertified. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC), 
2011–12. 
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TEACHER EXPERIENCE 
Research frequently demonstrates that first and second year teachers are less effective than their more experienced 
peers.17 However, the relationship between teacher experience and school composition is a complex one. For example, 
inexperienced teachers tend to work in lower performing districts and schools.18 A rigorous study in North Carolina that 
took this sorting into account found that first-year teachers have a negative impact on students’ academic achievement.19 
The study’s results indicate that students with teachers in their first year of teaching perform about 12 percent of a 
standard deviation lower in math and about 10 percent of a standard deviation lower in reading than students with 
teachers who had more than 20 years of experience.  

Schools with a high concentration of ELs had slightly higher proportions of novice teachers than schools with low EL 
concentrations.  

Of all schools with high EL concentrations, 11 percent of teachers were in their first or second year of teaching (novice 
teachers), whereas 9 percent of teachers in schools with low EL concentrations were in their first year or second year 
(Exhibit 3). Schools with medium EL concentrations had proportions of novice teachers that were comparable to schools 
with high EL concentrations; similarly, the proportion of novice teachers in schools with low EL concentrations was nearly 
the same as that in schools with no ELs. 

Exhibit 3 
Percentage of teachers who were in their first or second year of teaching,  

by school-level EL concentration: 2011–12 
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Exhibit reads: In schools where ELs made up more than 20 percent of the student population, 6.1 
percent of teachers were in their first year of teaching and another 4.8 percent of teachers were 
in their second year. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC), 
2011–12. 
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TEACHER ABSENTEEISM 
Having teachers who are credentialed and experienced is to no avail if those teachers are frequently absent from school. In 
the U.S., teachers are absent about nine days out of the school year, on average.20 Thus, the number of teachers who were 
absent more than 10 days out of the school year can be seen as an indication of how many teachers have above average or 
frequent absenteeism. Students with frequently absent teachers will lose, on average, about 2 percent of a standard 
deviation in math and about 1 percent of a standard deviation in reading; while this effect is statistically significant, it is 
relatively small compared to the effect of having a novice teacher.21

Teacher absenteeism increased slightly with decreasing levels of EL concentration, except for in schools with no ELs. 

Over all schools in the CRDC data, 28 percent of teachers met the high-absence threshold. In schools with high 
concentrations of ELs, 27 percent of teachers were absent more than 10 days, whereas in schools with low concentrations 
of ELs, 29 percent of teachers were absent more than 10 days. Schools with no ELs had the lowest percentage of frequently 
absent teachers (25 percent). However, the relationship between absenteeism and school composition may be confounded 
by other factors (such as differences in school poverty level) not accounted for in this brief. 

Exhibit 4 
Percentage of teachers who were absent more than 10 days, 

by school-level EL concentration: 2011–12 
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Exhibit reads: In schools where ELs made up more than 20 percent of the student population, 27 
percent of teachers were absent more than 10 days. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC), 
2011–12. 

CONCLUSION 
This brief examined whether ELs had disproportionate access to teachers who were uncertified, had less experience, or 
were frequently absent. These analyses provide an opportunity to begin to understand ELs’ academic experiences and 
identify avenues for further research. The CRDC data show that overall, the distribution of teachers among schools with 
high concentrations of ELs does not appear to follow the same patterns that have been documented in other studies and 
analyses of schools with high concentrations of students of color and high concentrations of students from low-income 
families. A pattern of disadvantage only appeared for the teacher experience measure: schools with high EL concentrations 
had slightly higher percentages of novice teachers than all other schools. Lack of teacher certification was most prevalent in 
schools with medium concentrations of ELs; schools with high and low concentrations of ELs had comparable percentages 
of uncertified teachers. Finally, ELs appeared to have more access to teachers who were not frequently absent. Among 
schools with ELs enrolled, those with high concentrations of ELs had the lowest percentage of frequently absent teachers, 
but in schools with no ELs, frequently absent teachers were even less common.   
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APPENDIX 

Exhibit A1 
Schools and teachers included in the analyses, by measure and school-level EL concentration: 2011–12 

Analysis and school-Level EL concentration  Number of schools 
included in analyses 

Total number of teachers 
included in analyses 

Percentage of uncertified teachers 
All Schools 95,402 3,128,716 
None (0% EL) 23,774 439,765 
Low (0.01-5% EL) 37,021 1,467,298 
Medium (5.01-20% EL) 21,098 779,687 
High (20.01-100% EL) 13,509 441,965 

Percentage of novice teachers 
All Schools 95,408 3,129,124 
None (0% EL) 23,774 439,765 
Low (0.01-5% EL) 37,021 1,467,321 
Medium (5.01-20% EL) 21,104 780,072 
High (20.01-100% EL) 13,509 441,965 

Percentage of teachers absent 10 or more days 
All Schools 95,354 3,128,315 
None (0% EL) 23,753 439,586 
Low (0.01-5% EL) 37,009 1,467,098 
Medium (5.01-20% EL) 21,089 779,752 
High (20.01-100% EL) 13,503 441,880 

Exhibit reads: For the measure on uncertified teachers, a total of 95,402 schools and 3,128,716 teachers were 
included in the analysis. 
Note: Teacher counts are in full-time equivalent (FTE) units, rounded to the nearest whole number. Detail may not 
sum to total due to rounding.  
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC), 2011–12. 
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TECHNICAL NOTES 
The Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC) is a biennial (i.e., every other school year) survey required by the U.S. Department of 
Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR). The 2011–12 CRDC was designed to include data about every public school in the 
nation. Generally, school districts submit their data directly to OCR. The CRDC is a mandatory data collection, authorized 
under the statutes and regulations implementing Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title IX of the Education 
Amendments of 1972, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and the Department of Education Organization Act (20 
U.S.C. 3413). The regulations implementing these provisions can be found at 34 CFR 100.6(b); 34 CFR 106.71; and 34 CFR 
104.61. To learn more about the Civil Rights Data Collection, visit http://ocrdata.ed.gov. The CRDC data used in these 
analyses are privacy protected by rounding student counts in groups of three to prevent the disclosure of individual student 
information. For example, student counts from one to three are rounded to two and student counts from four to six are 
rounded to five. Schools that did not meet data quality requirements for specific analyses were excluded from those 
analyses.  

This brief used the following measures obtained or derived from the CRDC dataset: 

School EL Concentration: The CRDC includes the number of ELs enrolled and the total number of students enrolled in each 
school. The percentage of ELs is the number of ELs divided by the total enrollment. This percentage determines the school’s 
EL concentration: None (0 percent), Low (0.01 percent-5 percent), Medium (5.01 percent-20 percent), or High (20.01 
percent-100 percent). 

Certification: The CRDC includes the number of full-time equivalent teachers meeting all applicable state requirements for a 
regular or standard teaching certificate (it does not refer to specific certification to teach ELs) and the total number of 
teachers in each school. The number of uncertified teachers at each school was calculated by subtracting the number of 
certified teachers from the total number of teachers. For each EL concentration category, the percentage of teachers who 
were uncertified was calculated by first summing the number of uncertified teachers across schools in the category and 
then dividing the result by the sum of the total number of teachers in those schools. 

Experience: The CRDC includes the number of full-time equivalent teachers in their first year and second year of teaching. 
For each EL concentration category, the percentage of teachers in their first or second year of teaching was calculated by 
first summing the number of classroom teachers in their first or second year across schools in the category and then 
dividing the result by the sum of the total number of teachers in those schools. 

Frequent Absenteeism: The CRDC includes the number of full-time equivalent teachers who were absent more than 10 days 
of the 2011–12 school year. For each EL concentration category, the percentage of teachers who were absent more than 10 
days out of the 2011–12 school year was calculated by first summing the number of classroom teachers absent more than 
10 days across schools in the category and then dividing the result by the sum of the total number of teachers in those 
schools. 

This brief compares schools with high concentrations of ELs to schools with low concentrations of ELs in order to examine 
ELs’ disproportionate membership in schools with uncertified, inexperienced, and frequently absent teachers. While data 
for the no EL group are presented, in most cases, the low EL group of schools should serve as the comparison for the 
analyses in this brief rather than the schools with no ELs because the schools with no ELs appear to be a unique group of 
schools compared to schools with all other levels of EL concentration, with lower mean enrollment (254, compared to 620, 
607, and 573 for the low EL, medium EL, and high EL concentration groups, respectively) and lower mean FTE teacher 
counts (18, compared to 40, 37, and 33 for the other groups, respectively). The schools with no ELs also tended to be in 
rural areas (52 percent, compared to 33, 20, and 12 percent for the low, medium, and high EL groups, respectively). Tests of 
the significance of differences between groups of schools were not conducted because these analyses used population data 
from all U.S. public schools. 

Because school records in the CRDC can have missing data for some items, the number of schools and teachers included in 
this brief vary from measure to measure. Exhibit A1 displays the counts for each measure by school-level EL concentration. 
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