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The table included here is part of a larger CAELA Brief 
on certification and credentialing of adult ESL instruc-
tors. The full brief is available at http://www.cal.org/
caela/esl_resources/briefs/tchrcred.html.

If you have information that updates one of the state 
profiles, please contact Miriam Burt (mburt@cal.org).

The number of adult immigrants who need to improve 
their English language and literacy skills, gain citizenship, 
and move from adult education and adult ESL programs to 
higher education and increased work opportunities is on 
the rise. The United States needs a qualified teacher work-
force that is prepared to work effectively with adult immi-
grants. The Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (1998) 
provides resources for improving the quality of instruc-
tional staff and allows each state to determine its own 
teacher development systems. While there is some agree-
ment about standards for the knowledge and skills that 
adult ESL teachers need, there is less agreement about how 
teachers should acquire and demonstrate their mastery of 
these standards. To date, there has been no systematic doc-
umentation of adult ESL teacher certification and creden-
tialing requirements in the 50 states and the District of 
Columbia. Even within states, this information is not 
always available, as states may not have a staff person who 
is responsible for gathering and maintaining it. Moreover, 
as the number of adult English language learners increases 
and efforts are undertaken to professionalize the teaching 
of adult ESL, it is difficult to keep this information up to 
date. The table that follows sets out to provide this 
documentation.

Data Collection

The basis for information-gathering used in this brief is a 
template that was developed by the Massachusetts Depart-
ment of Education, Adult (Basic) Education Credential Infor-
mation by State (www.doe.mass.edu/acls/abecert/abecred.
xls). Permission was received from the Massachusetts 
Department of Education to use the template as the basis 
for the work, and a section on credentialing of teachers of 
adult English language learners was added to the template. 
A formal survey was not conducted. Instead, several com-
munication channels were used to update the survey and to 
add information about credentialing for adult ESL instruc-
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tion. First, state department of education Web sites were 
examined. Then, state department of education credential-
ing departments were emailed and called and asked to con-
firm their information and to add credentialing information 
specific to teachers of adult English language learners. In 
many cases, there was correspondence with multiple state 
and district representatives or with one representative mul-
tiple times. The information in Table 1 was confirmed by 
staff at the Department of Education in each state, who also 
gave permission to publish it. Information was accurate at 
the time of publication.

Findings

As shown in Table 1, the requirements for teaching adult 
ESL vary widely. Some of the differences in requirements 
result from differences in the type of institution at which 
adult ESL instruction is delivered. For example, several 
states deliver adult ESL through the community college 
system, with the colleges determining the requirements. 
Because these are postsecondary institutions, it is likely 
that many of the teachers have specialized (and often grad-
uate-level) training in TESOL, applied linguistics, or a 
related field. Other states deliver some or all of their 
instruction through local education agencies (LEAs). In 
these states, the initial requirements relate to certification 
for teaching in elementary or secondary schools, with an 
optional or required ESL endorsement. States that fund a 
number of different education service providers may find 
it difficult to specify requirements that apply to these dif-
ferent settings.

It is important to remember that while states may iden-
tify minimal requirements for hiring or professional devel-
opment of teachers, specific programs in those states may 
have substantially higher teacher expectations and require-
ments. In addition, even states with limited requirements 
for adult ESL teachers at the time they are hired may have 
stated expectations for the types and amount of profes-
sional development activities that teachers must engage in 
after they are hired. Recognizing that many adult ESL 
teachers receive much of their training while they are 
teaching, many states have undertaken substantial profes-
sional development initiatives, some of which may lead to 
recognized certificates or credentials. 
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Table 1. State Requirements for Adult Education Instructors and Adult ESL Instructors
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