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INTRODUCTION

The U.S. education system is one of the most unequal in the industrialized world and the divide between students 
who have access to high-quality teaching, facilities, and curricula and those who do not, is growing. Vulnerable 
populations, including racial and ethnic minorities, immigrants, LGBTQ+, disabled, low-income students, and 
adult learners, are the most impacted. With slashes to early childhood education programs, cuts to student aid, 
the elimination of affirmative action initiatives within some colleges and universities, and a declining teacher work-
force, we face a crisis that will have economic and social implications for a generation.

Education must be accessible to students across the life span – from Head Start to higher education. Teachers 
must be provided with the skills training, resources, and cultural competency to meet the needs of students with 
diverse backgrounds and to cultivate incubators for innovation. Community stakeholders must be invested and 
engaged.

The Millennial Policy Initiative Commission on Education (Comission) recognizes the vast array of challenges 
faced by vulnerable students, their families and the professionals who serve them.

The members of this Commission convened for four months to assess and identify three key policy solutions to 
address the educational needs of vulnerable student populations:

1. Develop teacher residency programs and career leaders to recruit and retain  
            highly effective professionals.
2. Implement curricula that is culturally competent and hire and support teachers of color.
3. Authorize the College For All Act.

TEACHER RESIDENCY PROGRAMS & CAREER LADDERS
 
Over the past decade there has been a marked decline in enrollment in teacher preparation programs accom-
panied by teacher shortages throughout the United States. Further, in 2014, only 12 percent of graduating high 
school students cited any interest in the teaching profession.  Declines in enrollment and teacher shortages have 
a profound effect on our education system and disproportionately impact subject areas, including science, math, 
English Lnaguage Learners (ELL), and special education, and urban, rural, high-poverty, low-achieving schools 
and schools with significant minority populations. 

In 2017, numerous states enacted legislation to address these issues. Policy initiatives included incentive pro-
grams, targeted recruitment, alternative certification, and emergency licensure measures.  While these measures 
can be beneficial, nearly all of them rely on placing new and inexperienced teachers into schools with the greatest 
need. 



Extensive research has shown that teacher quality is the primary factor impacting student outcomes, including 
academic performance and engagement, standardized test scores, and future civic engagement.  Efficacy comes 
with experience and adequate preparation for the profession, however it is also crucial that we work to recruit and 
retain high-performing teachers who reflect the demographics and diversity of the students in their classrooms. 
Multiple studies have found that having at least one teacher of similar race and demographics can yield a signifi-
cant positive impact on student outcomes. 

To address challenges related to teacher recruitment and retention, we have identified two policy solutions that 
would address both issues. First, we recommend promoting teacher residency programs specifically targeting 
teachers of color and in high-need areas and, second, creating clearly outlined career ladders for advancement 
within the teaching profession to entice teachers to stay.

Teacher residency programs provide high-quality training to new teachers in their respective localities. These 
programs are typically funded through the state or district, provide significant financial support to teacher resi-
dents, and pair them with a highly-effective teacher for a year. During this year, the residents teach alongside their 
mentor teacher four days a week and attend courses at a partner university one day a week. In exchange for the 
educational and financial support, teachers commit to teaching three to four years in a high-need school and area 
in that district. 

These programs show significant promise for better equipping new teachers with practical experience in the 
classroom and providing access to the profession for educators of color. Given the financial incentives, teach-
er residency programs provide a less burdensome route to teaching for individuals already facing considerable 
student loan debt, particularly for Black and Latinx professionals who, on average, borrow more to fund their 
education.  Further, the rigorous training in a setting similar to the teaching environment more adequately pre-
pares teacher residents. Over time, research on teacher residencies has shown that graduates of the programs 
are better equipped and stay in the profession longer than their counterparts coming from different licensure and 
training pathways.

We believe that more states should adopt and fund teacher residency programs as they improve new teacher 
preparedness, can specifically target and recruit teachers of color, have promise to improve teacher retention, 
and decrease the financial burden while maintaining selectivity.

To ensure teacher retention, we recommend that states and districts create clearly outlined career ladders within 
the teaching profession. This approach was successfully implemented in Singapore where the government creat-
ed three tracks for advancement within teaching, shown below: 

These career ladders provide opportunities for growth for teachers that don’t require leaving the profession. They 
also provide teachers with a choice to pursue the areas of teaching that most interest them. In the United States, 
a few districts – Baltimore, New Haven, and Austin – have begun to implement career ladder programs. These 
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programs, however, are primarily tied to monetary incentives for professional development and evaluation results. 

We recommend expansion of such career ladders within teaching, with an increased emphasis on the diverse 
possibilities for teachers within the profession, and a decreased emphasis on salary incentives tied to evaluation. 
We believe that providing educators with means of growth and change in responsibilities and title will serve to 
professionalize teaching and entice more educators to stay in the classroom.

CULTURALLY-RESPONSIVE CURRICULA

As we collectively strive to realize our aspirational values as a diverse, inclusive, and equitable democratic so-
ciety, a culturally robust learning experience is vital. While some communities grow increasingly diverse and 
other areas remain largely isolated,  the evidence remains consistent that culturally relevant instruction positively 
impacts student motivation in the classroom.  It is critical to address the structural oppression and racism that 
plagues school systems by supporting culturally-responsive education and spaces for children of color to re-
claim their humanity and history. Establishing an authentic and inclusive narrative will help to create opportunities 
for young people to develop confidence, access their power and thrive.  Culturally-responsive education will be 
achieved with the implementation of the following recommendations: (1) recruiting, hiring, supporting, and retain-
ing educators of color ; (2) developing and curating culturally-responsive curriculum and resources; and (3) host-
ing and facilitating professional learning spaces to grow cultural capacity.

HIRING PRACTICES TO RECRUIT, SUPPORT, AND RETAIN EDUCATORS OF COLOR

In order to build cultural capital within schools, we must be intentional about diversifying faculty in communities. 
This applies to communities with significant minority and white populations. Research shows that diversity in 
schools, including racial diversity among teachers, can provide significant benefits to students. While students 
of color are expected to make up 56 percent of the student population by 2024, the elementary and secondary 
educator workforce is still overwhelmingly white. 

As we enrich the levels of diversity within faculty and administrative positions, we create the foundation for au-
thentic culturally-responsive education. In other words, it is not enough to simply project levels of cultural compe-
tency; teachers must have authentic understanding born from personal experience. 

DEVELOPING AND CURATING CULTURALLY-RESPONSIVE CURRICULUM AND RESOURCES

Young people should have the space and power to help shape public school curricula. As racial literacy and cul-
tural awareness become more centered, we should produce systems that create space for student agency and 
promote discovery and exploration. 

It is also critical to acknowledge the role that external players – education labor unions  and nonprofit organi-
zations  – play in developing curriculum and instructional resources. Policymakers and school districts should 
actively seek opportunities to utilize, curate, and partner with organizations whose missions aim to promote 
culturally-responsive education.

In addition, ethnic studies programs  are vital parts of district-wide curriculum that help center and grow culturally 
relevant instruction. These pieces must be central to the student experience, expectations, and requirements.

HOSTING AND FACILITATING PROFESSIONAL LEARNING SPACES TO GROW CULTURAL CAPACITY

We recommend that school districts adopt or replicate the Undoing Racism and restorative justice training prac-
tices from indigenous traditions.  Undoing Racism, a workshop created by The People’s Institute for Survival and 
Beyond, challenges participants to analyze the structures of power and privilege that hinder social equity.  In ad-
dition, restorative justice  training explores internalized racial oppression and superiority; historical context-pow-
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er and privilege; defining whiteness; and essentially one’s own internal and external journey with others around 
racism. We must implement curricula that recognizes the roots of educational disparities and embraces culturally 
diverse student populations, hire, support, and retain educators of color, and host and facilitate space spaces for 
the growth of cultural capacity. Students of color depend on and are entitled to it.

COLLEGE ACCESS & AFFORDABILITY

A recent report by the Institute for Higher Education Policy shows that, even with the maximum level of federal 
financial aid, the net price of college at 70% of American universities is unaffordable for working and middle-class 
students.  These financial pressures also make it harder for students to focus on their studies and complete col-
lege. Thirty-eight percent of students with financial constraints leave school in their first year.  In addition, more 
and more students are incurring higher amounts of debt without the incomes to successfully repay their student 
loans. Without higher education, today’s students will be unable to obtain a job that pays livable wages or reach 
their full potential, hurting families and weakening our national and global economy. Therefore, we must make 
colleges and universities affordable for all students and their families.

We propose that Federal and state governments collaborate to institute the “College for All Act.” Under this legis-
lation, introduced in the House of Representatives by Representative Pramila Jayapal (D-WA), students from any 
family making $125,000 or less, approximately 80% of the population, would be able to attend a public four-year 
college or university, tuition and fees free. All students, regardless of income, would also be able to attend com-
munity colleges tuition and fees free. 

This plan has several benefits for students and for the government. First, it would substantially reduce student 
debt by eliminating tuition and fees and using existing financial aid resources to offset the full cost of college. 
Today, the average student acquires more than $30,000 in debt to obtain a bachelor’s degree from a four-year 
college or university. Through the College for All Act, the student would pocket that $30,000 and be able to 
reinvest those funds into the local economy. The legislation also ensures that low-income students receiving a 
Pell Grant can use this aid for books, housing, transportation, and other costs of college, which is a better use of 
government resources. The Act establishes a partnership between the government and colleges and universities 
that benefits everyone. Under the College for All Act, the federal government would cover 67% of the cost of 
eliminating tuition and fees at public colleges and universities and tribal institution of higher education. States and 
tribes would be responsible for eliminating the remaining 33% of the costs.  As the federal government is invests 
in higher education, states and tribes would receive funds that can be used to increase academic opportunities 
for students, hire new faculty, and provide professional development opportunities for professors. These new 
educational resources will lead to a better trained workforce and an improved economy. 

The Act also triples the current investment in the Work-Study Program, which provides an average award of 
$1,670 a year. Under the College for All Act, 1.4 million additional students would receive a federal work-study 
job, which can provide more training and employment opportunities students while they pursue their education. 
The Act has been endorsed by the American Federation of Teachers, College Success Foundation, Council for 
Opportunity in Education, and the National Education Association.

Our society’s economic demands will only be met with an educated workforce. For the workforce to be educated, 
higher education needs to be affordable for all, not just the wealthiest Americans. The College for All Act is the right 
step towards ensuring that all future students from all financial backgrounds can achieve a higher education without 
incurring crippling debt. Our economy and society will reap the benefits many times forward with more people being 
able to contribute to the economy, better utilization of federal resources, and a better educated and trained workforce. 
It is a wise investment in the future. For those already struggling with astronomical student debt, we need a policy 
solution that addresses the problems that we have already created. According to research from the Levy Institute, the 
nation’s reliance on student debt to finance higher education has a clear negative impact on our economy, and can-
cellation of student debt can act as an economic stimulus.  For a nation that has financed nearly $1.5 trillion in student 
debt, designing a debt cancellation program focused on bridging equity gaps can be a small step toward addressing 
intergenerational wealth gaps, wage discrimination, and other systemic failures.
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CONCLUSION

A student’s educational outcomes shouldn’t be restricted because of his or her zip code, race, national origin, 
disability, sexual orientation, or socioeconomic means. Every student should be afforded access to a high-per-
forming school, an inclusive and supportive space, updated resources, and technology and well-prepared teach-
ers. 

In addition, the Commission understands the importance of providing teachers with superior training, opportu-
nities for growth within the classroom and compensation that appropriately reflects the invaluable contributions 
that they make to society. 

Finally, the Commission recognizes that education is a gateway to upward mobility and the most powerful weap-
on for social change, including the eradication of poverty, the elimination of gender and racial inequality, and the 
preservation of our individual and collective well-being.
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