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This brief highlights factors influencing the bilingual/ESL teacher shortage in Illinois.  It brings 

to the forefront practitioner voices in addressing this challenge and uses their insights to 

create recommendations for both policy and practice.

This report provides the following: a review of English Learner (EL)1 demographics, state law 

regarding language programming, and EL Director perspectives regarding educator recruitment and 

retention issues.  The brief culminates with recommendations for state agencies, policymakers, and 

institutions of higher education for how Illinois might address the bilingual/ESL teacher shortage. 

The recommendations focus on the following areas of the bilingual teacher shortage:

     (1) Teacher recruitment 

     (2) Teacher retention and compensation

     (3) Considerations for expanding recruitment from abroad

Executive Summary

1 The acronyms English Learner (EL), English Language Learner (ELL), and English as a Second Language (ESL) tend to focus on a student’s need to acquire English. Emergent 
Bilingual (EB) and Dual Language Learner (DLL) are terms viewed as more assets-based and recognize that these children bring rich cultures and languages to school. Federal 
law and many Illinois state statues refer to these students as English Learners (ELs). Some individuals or groups may have strong preferences for one term or another. For 
the sake of consistency with references, citations, quotes and federal law, we will use the acronym EL throughout this policy brief.
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In 2019, English Learners (ELs) represented 12 percent 

of Illinois students—a growth of 58 percent from 2005 

to 2018. Of this group, 76 percent are Spanish speaking 

and most will need bilingual services.7 

The Illinois State Board of Education projected a need 

of almost 600 bilingual educators through the 2019-20 

school year.8 To complicate matters further, almost 

a quarter of teachers in front of EL students are not 

fully licensed; they need support to obtain the bilingual 

endorsement. Bilingual educators are deemed as one 

of the hardest positions for school districts to fill.9 

As universal preschool comes to fruition in Chicago 

Public Schools, administrators estimate that another 

400 bilingual educators will be needed to fill these 

classrooms by the end of the rollout.  It is not yet 

known how many more bilingual educators will be 

needed as preschool expansion occurs throughout 

Illinois.

Part of the tension in implementing quality bilingual 

programs in Illinois is the shortage of qualified staff in 

certain areas of the state, particularly educators that 

share the same home language as students.  Research 

contends that employing quality bilingual teachers 

is the single most important educational factor for 

optimal EL achievement.10

To better understand how English Learner program 

directors are dealing with the shortage, the Latino 

Policy Forum (the Forum) conducted a survey with 

119 of the total 350 program directors statewide.  

Respondents were attendees at the state’s Annual 

Bilingual Directors meeting. 

Bilingual endorsed teachers, those that can 

demonstrate fluency in a language other than English, 

are critical for the academic success of students 

on their way to learning the English language.  

Longitudinal research contends that support of a 

Introduction child’s home language development over time not only 

builds English proficiency, but also has positive effects 

on a child’s long-term academic success.11  By valuing 

the skills and content knowledge students possess in 

their home language, the educational focus moves 

away from remediation.12 ELs in bilingual programs 

who receive supports in their home language are more 

likely to demonstrate long-term cognitive flexibility, 

higher high school graduation rates, and increased 

likelihood of enrolling in post-secondary institutions.13  

According to Illinois School Code Article 14C, districts 

must offer EL programs to students. Transitional 

Programs of Instruction are mandated when even 

one EL child enrolls in a school. Once 20 or more 

students of the same primary language are enrolled 

at a site, some form of Transitional Bilingual Education 

is required. The latter program necessitates that the 

teacher of record be fluent in the student’s home 

language.  Bilingual teachers, in particular, are in great 

demand.

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) has intensified 

urgency around quality education for ELs.  For the 

first time, a five-year timeline to master English 

language proficiency on the state administered 

ACCESS assessment has been instituted.  This means 

schools must demonstrate adequate growth toward 

English proficiency for 20 or more ELs enrolled at the 

site.  These expectations cannot be met without the 

necessary endorsed teacher at the helm.

This brief highlights factors 
influencing the bilingual/ESL 
teacher shortage in Illinois. It 
brings to the forefront practitioner 
voices in addressing this challenge 
and uses their insights to create 
recommendations for both policy 
and practice.
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The state’s supply of qualified bilingual teachers has not kept 
pace with the growing EL population. Over the course of 
12 years, the EL population grew from 156,350 to 246,848, 
accounting for a 58 percent growth. This increase largely 
exists outside of Cook County. In fact, there are a number of 
counties that experienced more than a 200 percent growth in 
ELs: Madison, LaSalle, Grundy, Sangamon, Kankakee, Peoria, 
and Kendall. By and large, 69 percent of the ELs in the state 
are in districts outside of Chicago. Forum analysis finds that 70 
percent of the state’s ELs are concentrated within 44 districts.  
This data illuminates how areas across the state will only 
continue to need bilingual/ESL endorsed teachers moving into 
the future. 

ELs as a subgroup are young and diverse. While 140 languages 
are spoken, the majority, 76 percent, are Spanish speaking. 
Overwhelmingly, ELs are concentrated in grades PreK-5th; as 
such, the greatest shortage in bilingual/ESL teachers is within 
early childhood and the elementary grades.

A host of growing research contends that, when supported 
by licensed and endorsed bilingual teachers, high-quality 
language instruction and early bilingualism can contribute 
to the long-term success of a student.14  For this reason, it is 
critical to build a pipeline of teachers with bilingual skills to 
promote optimal achievement among the state’s ELs.

The bilingual/ESL teacher shortage is a complex problem 
whose root cause varies across the state. It is especially 

ENGLISH LEARNER DEMOGRAPHICS AND THE NEED 
FOR BILINGUAL TEACHERS

In Chicago Outside of Chicago
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171,712
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concentrated in 
PreK - 3rd grade

28% of 
preschoolers 
are EL

136 language 
represented, 71% 
Spanish-speaking

50% of children of 
immigrant parents 
live in low-income 
familities

+59.9%

Increase in Number of ELs in and Outside Chicago 
Between 2005 and 2018
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important to support the counties and regions that are 
receiving these students and do not have access to many 
qualified teaching candidates. Oftentimes these areas are 
not within close proximity to institutions of higher education 
that house teacher preparation programs. University/school 
district partnerships are not always feasible.  At the same 
time, while Chicago has a number of institutions of higher 
education preparing teachers, they can also be challenged 
in filling bilingual teaching positions due to the lack of 
candidates entering the teaching profession. Overall, the 
shortage is a comprehensive problem.

In addition, the reputation of bilingual education has long 
been hampered by how achievement data on ELs is analyzed. 
Current EL achievement outcomes might lead one to a 
conclusion that bilingual education does not work. The way 
data is being examined, however, is the heart of the issue.

LANGUAGE PROGRAMMING IN ILLINOIS
Language programs available to students can differ by school. Qualifications to teach in these classrooms also differ 

depending on the program designated for the school. Illinois offers two main types of programming: (1) Transitional 

Bilingual Education and (2) Transitional Program of Instruction.16

2

1
Schools must implement a bilingual program if 20 or more ELs are enrolled in a school and are from 
the same language background.  This necessitates employing a qualified bilingual teacher. 

In order to be qualified, the teacher must hold teacher licensure, pass a target language exam and 
hold a bilingual endorsement. The target language exam tests a teacher’s ability to communicate in a 
language other than English across the four domains of listening, speaking, reading, and writing.

Bilingual education at the school level offers high quality instruction in English and in the home 
language in core academic subjects. The qualified teacher must be able to deliver instruction across 
the curriculum in English and the target language.  

Elements of Transitional Bilingual Education

Schools must implement an English as a Second Language (ESL) program if there are less than 20 ELs 
from the same language background.  This necessitates employing an ESL endorsed teacher.

In order to be qualified, the teacher must hold teacher licensure and an ESL endorsement and does not 
have to take target language exam.

ESL education at the school level offers specialized ESL instruction and native language support.

Elements of Transitional Program of Instruction

Given that the majority of ELs are Spanish speaking, there is a greater need for teachers who can demonstrate bilingualism 
in English and Spanish and who can complete the bilingual endorsement. 

It is also important to note that many current bilingual educators are working with a provisional license.  As defined by the 
Illinois State Board of Education, the Transitional Bilingual Educator License with Stipulations requires a Bachelor’s Degree 
and passing the Target Language Proficiency Test in the desired language (see chart on page 8).17

Most data analysis of English Learners focuses on their 
standardized test scores at one point in time, while they are 
still developing English. Once they have acquired English, 
their academic progress as English Learners is no longer 
tracked.  The University of Chicago Consortium on School 
Research’s, “English Learners in Chicago Public Schools: 
A New Perspective” contradicts many misconceptions 
regarding English Learners, including that they are a drain 
on the system and do poorly academically. The success of 
more than 18,000 ELs in the study occurred in a specific 
policy context that requires native language instruction 
by a qualified bilingual/ESL educator. The research shows 
that English Learners in Chicago Public Schools go on to 
be academically successful and have better attendance 
and grades in core subject areas than native English 
speakers.15 For EL services to continue to be successful, 
Illinois needs to strategize ways to cultivate the future 
pipeline of qualified bilingual/ESL educators. 



Latino Policy Forum7

*Source: Forum analysis. ISBE Data Request 2019

Almost a quarter of 
teachers in front of 
EL students are not 
fully licensed; they 
need support to 
obtain the bilingual 
endorsement

VISITING INTERNATIONAL TEACHER
License available to candidates who were educated abroad who have successfully gone through formal recruitment 
process with an Illinois school district. A memorandum of understanding has to be in place with the country 
recruited from. 

TRANSITIONAL BILINGUAL LICENSE (Provisional/TYPE 29)
The transitional bilingual educator license is a temporary endorsement that is valid for 5 years for a candidate who meets 
requisites set forth by ISBE. Educators with this license must complete the requirements for a professional educator license 
and subsequent endorsements.

BILINGUAL LETTER OF APPROVAL
Educators who hold a professional educator license (PEL) and have taken the necessary coursework to add the Bilingual 
approval or Bilingual/ESL endorsement to: 

• Primary level on Early Childhood, Elementary, and Special Certificates;
• Middle grade level on Elementary, Secondary, and Special Certificates; and
• High school level on Secondary and Special Certificates

Source: Illinois State Board of Education. Educator Licensure: Educator License with Stipulations: https://www.isbe.net/Pages/
Educator-License-with-Stipulations.aspx

Types of Bilingual Licensure in Illinois

As indicated in the chart, 23 percent of bilingual educators hold a provisional Transitional Bilingual License with Stipulations, 
meaning they do not have the stipulated credentials equipping them with the knowledge and skills to teach English Leaners 
academic language. Supporting provisional teachers to be fully qualified would be a critical component to addressing the 
teacher shortage and ensuring that ELs have the qualified teachers to meet their unique needs. Teachers who are not fully 
qualified could run the risk of exiting students too early. As EL expert Dr. Sonia Soltero says (2020):

“Misconceptions about second language proficiency often lead educators to exit ELs too 
early into general education classes based on their English conversational skills alone (Basic 
Interpersonal Communicative Skill—BICS). These reclassified ‘former’ ELs no longer receive 
specialized academic or language support in the form of ESL or bilingual services even though 
they continue to struggle with the demands of academic English.”18

Exiting students before they are fully developed in their academic English can pose adverse consequences for their long-
term achievement.  Nevertheless, the provisional pathway is a critical source of recruitment to address the bilingual 
teacher shortage.  The field needs to be responsive by developing supports to help these candidates achieve their full 
level of licensure with endorsements.  Above all the quality of second language instruction, teacher expectations, and 
instructional practice play a critical role in second language acquisition.
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Respondents indicated that the majority (93 percent) had experienced a bilingual/ESL teacher shortage within the last three 
years.  The shortage was mostly concentrated within bilingual preschool (54 percent) and K-5th grade (80 percent). While there is 
a need for ESL qualified teachers across grade spans, the endorsement is more easily obtained than the bilingual endorsement 
due to the fact that you do not need to be bilingual and the shortage is much less pronounced than the bilingual shortage.

REPORTED SHORTAGES

Preschool for All Bilingual Teacher Shortage

English Learners comprise 28 percent of the preschool population (ISBE Illinois Public School Enrollment 2017-18 data).  It is 
important to note that preschool programs are included in Article 14C of the school code mandating bilingual instruction.  As 
preschool intends to augment kindergarten readiness, it is critical that early learning be aligned with elementary instruction.  
Article 14C stipulates that schools with 20 or more students enrolled who speak a language other than English must receive 
instruction in that primary language. 

However, there are challenges recruiting these teacher candidates to the field. Preliminary findings from the Illinois Early 
Childhood Workforce Hiring Survey (2017) highlight that the most difficult position to hire is a lead teacher licensed by ISBE. 
Forty-two percent of respondents indicated a need for bilingual staff with 15 percent needing more than two bilingual staff. 
More than half of respondents (55 percent) state there is a limited pool of bilingual early childhood candidates. Recruiting 
preschool teachers is especially cumbersome for classrooms that are mandated to have bilingual instruction. To teach in these 
early childhood classrooms, teachers require a grade span endorsement in addition to a bilingual endorsement.  

Given the difficulty Illinois faces in attracting candidates to this specific shortage area, the Forum and the Ounce of Prevention 
Fund collaborated to create recommendations to increase the number of Early Childhood Licensed Teachers with a bilingual/ESL 
endorsement.  Below are some of the recommendations: 

RECOMMENDATION
Expand enacted ISBE Short Term Approval Rules (Section 25.430) to allow for candidates with bachelor in early childhood 
(Gateways level 5) and those who hold a teacher license with stipulations endorsed for Transitional Bilingual Teacher (Type 29) 
to teach in “Preschool for All” settings while pursuing a PEL with an Early Childhood Endorsement.

EL DIRECTOR SURVEY 
FINDINGS
In collaboration with the Illinois Resource Center (IRC), 
the Forum surveyed 119 EL program directors across the 
state to understand the implications of the bilingual/ESL 
shortage.  To better understand the EL program director 
community, it is important to note their level of training.   
In Illinois, administrators who supervise programs for ELs 
have a set of required qualifications and responsibilities. 
District and school administrators who supervise EL 
programs evaluate bilingual education teachers and 
organize parental involvement activities and must have 
specialized skills. Knowledge of federal and state laws 
that guide EL programs, research and theories of bilingual 
education and language skills to communicate with 
parents who are not proficient in English are important 
prerequisites. In districts serving large numbers of ELs 
(over 200), the ability to speak the language of the majority 
of ELs is required by law. EL program directors often 
evaluate instruction that is conducted in students’ native 
language, and guide districts when adopting instructional 
materials in languages other than English and for ESL.19

Yes No

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

*Source: Latino Policy Forum (April 2018) EL Director Survey

The findings indicate that over 66 percent of respondents serve 
more than 200 ELs in their district.  Their credentials to oversee 
bilingual programming, however, were varied: 55 percent hold 
both a bilingual and an ESL endorsement; 23 percent hold only 
an ESL endorsement; and 4.3 percent hold only a bilingual 
endorsement. The rest of the respondents were working on 
earning the endorsements. Not all of the EL directors have the 
appropriate credentials required by law.

English Learner Director Survey: As an EL 
program director do you serve more than 200 ELs?
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The survey asked respondents to indicate various 
strategies they use to recruit bilingual/ESL teachers.  
Program directors are creative in applying a myriad of 
strategies and often indicated using more than one type. 
Despite efforts to engage in more structured types of 
recruiting methods, teacher word of mouth (84%) was the 
most effective way to attract teachers to a district.  Next 
were job fairs (69%) and marketing/advertising (51%).  
Fewer program directors make use of partnerships with 
higher education institutions (34%), “Grow Your Own” 
cohort models (31%), and conferences (31%).

CHALLENGES TO RECRUITMENT

When vacancies occur, respondents indicated the amount 
of time it typically takes to fill a position.  The range of 
time can be anywhere between 0-3 months (36%), 4-6 
months (27%), one year (14%), and more than one year 
(16%). Of those program directors who indicated needing 

more than one year to fill a position, the reason stated 
was largely due to requirements for fluency in low incident 
languages (i.e. other than Spanish). After Spanish (76%), 
the other most commonly spoken languages are Arabic 
(4%), Polish (3%), Urdu (2%), and Pilipino (1%).20

Advocacy efforts around this challenge resulted in legislation mirroring the recommendation on short-term approval. Public act 
100-0645 allows early childhood (level 5 credentialed) teachers and transitional bilingual teachers with a provisional license (i.e. 
type 29) to teach in Preschool For All settings while pursuing their early childhood endorsement. This rule sunsets in 2024. While 
the other recommendations are popular in current political circles, the state has yet to adopt any resolution.

Request that ISBE set a numeric goal for increasing the bilingual/ESL-endorsed early childhood teacher statewide, prior to the 
expiration outlined in legislation (Section 25.430).

RECOMMENDATION

*Source: Latino Policy Forum (April 2018) EL Director Survey

*Source: Latino Policy Forum (April 2018) EL Director Survey

English Learner Director Survey: In the last 
three years, has your district experienced a 
bilingual teacher shortage?

Allow institutions of higher education to create both alternative licensure programs and subsequent endorsement pathways for 
teachers already holding a PEL.

RECOMMENDATION

English Learner Director Survey: Please indicate which of 
the following strategies are used to recruit bilingual/ESL 
teachers in your district

*Source: Latino Policy Forum (April 2018) EL Director Survey
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The survey’s results revealed the popularity of cohort models, 
where resources are invested to support a group of individuals 
pursuing teacher licensure.  One-third of respondents use 
cohort models. These models included strategies such as 
tutoring support for candidates to pass entry requisites and 
other testing requirements, including the target language exam. 

The districts also supported the cohort participants with 
financial support to cover tuition and licensing fees.

The survey also wanted to gauge what districts do when 
the bilingual/ESL vacancies are not filled.  Overwhelmingly, 
districts will fill a position with a teacher in the process of the 
acquiring the appropriate endorsements (65%).  A potential 
pitfall to this strategy is if the candidate is pursuing an ESL 
endorsement when a bilingual endorsement is needed. In 
such cases, students will not receive the native language 
support without the qualified bilingual teacher.  Directors 
also indicated they rely on paraprofessionals for language 
support in the classroom in absence of a qualified bilingual 
teacher (40%).  Paraprofessionals, as research has indicated, 
are more likely than the teacher of record to share the same 
language and cultural background of the students they serve.  
A concern exists in the field when paraprofessionals, who have 
less pedagogical preparation, are used to conduct student 
assessments or to fill the role of a teacher. Further research 
is needed to know if paraprofessionals in Illinois are receiving 
professional development to provide language support in the 
classroom. 

Qualitative results strongly revealed that the Transitional 
Bilingual Licensure with Stipulations (formally referred to as Type 
29) remains one of the most common pathways toward building 
a bilingual teacher workforce. This licensure pathway allows for 
someone who has a bachelor’s degree and is able to pass a target 
language exam to be the teacher of record for up to five years.  
These candidates can sometimes be criticized because they are 
considered the teacher of record without having pedagogical 
knowledge and skills for linguistically responsive education.  
The severity of the bilingual teacher shortage, however, still 
makes this a popular recruitment pathway.  These candidates 
must pursue licensure during the five years. The Transitional 
Bilingual Licensure with Stipulations is not renewable. Recently, 
with the help of the Forum’s advocacy, this pathway became 
allowable within state-funded Preschool For All programming 
(P.A. 100-0685). 

Fostering Bilingual Teacher Candidates: 
Washington State Exemplar

New America Foundation published a report 
in 2017, “Bilingual Teacher Fellows at Highline 
Public Schools,” highlighting Washington state’s 
model for recruiting linguistically and culturally 
diverse paraprofessionals into the teacher 
pipeline. The Woodring Highline Future Bilingual 
Teacher Fellow Program is a targeted two-year 
program for paraprofessionals designed to offer 
them a bachelor’s degree, teaching credential, 
and an endorsement in reading, ESL, or bilingual. 

In 2016, the fellow program recruited 16 fellows 
to complete the program. Fellows worked full-
time as paraprofessionals gaining valuable 
classroom experience that was then scaffolded 
over the next two years. In addition, fellows 
also attended classes in the evenings and 
weekends. Research shows that programs like 
the Woodring Highline Future Bilingual Teacher 
Fellow Program are designed to prepare the 
next generation of bilingual teachers. Programs 
of this design have “enabled the school district 
to ‘grow its own’ by providing paraprofessionals 
with the necessary financial, academic, and 
logistical supports to become certified teachers.” 
The program’s success is also attributed to 
significant state-level financial commitment to 
address shortages in bilingual/ESL.23

In addition, there are several program 
exemplars from other states that have created 
a specific pathway for paraprofessionals with 
an associate degree, or 60 or more credit hours, 
to attain a teaching license. Many of these 
alternative licensure programs are designed to 
address shortages. For example, the alternative 
licensure program in Washington is designed for 
paraprofessionals seeking certification in subject 
matter of geographic shortage area. Similarly, 
Arkansas’ rural teacher initiative is designed to 
incentivize candidates to rural school districts.  
These models exemplify a two-year residency 
program where the candidate receives their 
teacher license with stipulations. Illinois could 
learn from these states in changing its rules on 
alternative certification.



Latino Policy Forum11

CHALLENGES TO RETAINING HIGHLY 
QUALIFIED BILINGUAL/ESL TEACHERS 
Beyond issues of recruitment, districts also struggle to retain 
teachers.  ISBE (2013-15) data revealed that early retention 
rates for bilingual teachers are the lowest of all educators. 
Respondents indicated that one of the biggest challenges was 
the high demand and competition with other districts who 
also need teachers for their bilingual/ESL programs (80%).  
The second biggest challenge was due to low compensation 
(53%).  In a report by Advance Illinois (2018), the bilingual 
teacher shortage is most acute in districts furthest from 
funding adequacy and, as a result, with lower salaries. There 
is a significant link between adequate school funding, teacher 
salary/benefits, and sustainability of the bilingual teacher 
workforce. 

Qualitative data illuminates the link between inadequate school 
funding and how long a teacher stays in a district.  Various EL 
directors reported high levels of teacher stress and burnout 
from the impact of working in high-need communities with 
complicated caseloads (see chart).
 
The qualitative data suggests that some EL directors feel that 
school/district leadership and general education teachers 
do not understand the nature of their work.  This resulted 
in feelings of being isolated and unsupported. As one 
respondent stated, “Bilingual/ESL teachers in Illinois need 
to be respected and viewed as experts by general education 
teachers.  Many leave…because of the lack of importance 
this role has historically [been viewed] by general education 
teachers.”  A number of respondents suggested that there be 
planned professional development that promotes intentional 
collaboration between teachers in general education and 
their bilingual/ESL colleagues.  This professional development 
could provide an overview on the rights of ELs and the details 
of Article 14C within Illinois School Code regarding ELs. Other 
respondents recommended that teacher candidates take 
mandatory coursework to support linguistically diverse 
students. This would ensure all teachers have a baseline 
understanding of the needs of ELs.  Overall, the lack of 
understanding of bilingual/ESL programming made some 
respondents feel marginalized and that leadership did not 
have the knowledge to advocate on their behalf. 

Oftentimes individuals with the highest levels of language 
skills are immigrants themselves.  Program directors reported 
difficulties in assisting these individuals with teacher licensure 
(22%).  These difficulties were linked to challenges with their 
immigration status.  It was also indicated that this group is apt 
to struggle with passing the various licensure requirements, 
particularly entry requisites and content exams that are 
conducted solely in English.

*Source: Latino Policy Forum (April 2018) EL Director Survey

The various issues outlined by survey respondants informed 
the recommendations discussed in the next section. 

The Daily Life of a Bilingual Teacher: 
Review of Qualitative Data

Burnout was a common theme that surfaced among 
the respondents in this survey. Overwhelmingly, 
respondents attributed higher workloads 
and the additional responsibilities bilingual 
teachers have to the challenges in retaining 
bilingual teachers. Among these additional 
responsibilities, respondents cited the following:  

Translation/interpretation services
Resource Referrals 
Providing families with help when filling 	

         out social service applications
Assessments
Creating instructional materials for students 
Immigration related questions from families 

          Supporting coordinating or running Bilingual 	
          Parent Advisory Council (BPAC) efforts

It was reported that many bilingual teachers have 
to create resources for their ELs, especially for low-
incident languages. As one respondent claimed, 
they “do more work than the monolingual English 
teacher for the same rate of pay.”
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Recommendations to Recruit and Retain  
Bilingual/ESL Teachers

Respondents were asked to identify possible strategies for dealing with the bilingual/ESL teacher shortage. Strategies were then 
aggregated within three categories: pre-service preparation, compensation, and recruitment from abroad. These strategies 
informed the following recommendations regarding funding, pre-service efforts, and the creation and expansion of the 
bilingual teacher pool.  ISBE is responsible for setting the requirements for teacher licensure and the Illinois General Assembly 
for allocating school funding and scholarships. In order to address the shortage in a timely manner, collaboration amongst 
these entities is essential.

BILINGUAL PRESCHOOL FOR ALL
ISBE expedites its endorsement initiative by changing 
rules (Section 25 Education Licensure) to allow 
Institutions of higher education to create both 
alternative certification and subsequent endorsement 
pathways for teachers already holding a Professional 
Teacher License (PEL).

ISBE sets a numeric goal for increasing the bilingual/
ESL endorsed early childhood PEL statewide over the 
next five years. 

Develop recruitment plan to target teacher candidates.

Provide teacher candidates stipends to attain early 
childhood grade span endorsement and/or bilingual/ESL 
endorsement.

TEACHER RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION
Institutions of higher education embed cultural and 
linguistic competencies into their teacher education 
programs.

Institutions of higher education should require all teacher 
candidates to take coursework that covers competencies 
needed to support ELs. 

Improve student advisement so that candidates graduate 
on time.

Institutions of Higher Education should have faculty with 
bilingual/ESL expertise.

As institutions of higher education struggle with finding faculty 
with the bilingual/ESL skill set, consider partnering with school 
districts to find qualified adjunct faculty.

The Illinois State General Assembly and ISBE invest 
in innovative cohort pathways for language teachers. 

Create alternative licensure programs for paraprofessionals 
who are bilingual. Research finds that these candidates will 
likely stay in the field longer than peers given their ties to 
the community.

Paraprofessionals who are bilingual with a bachelor’s 
degree could enter the Provisional Transitional Bilingual 
Educator pathway. This pathway should be paired with 
a targeted scholarship program that provides financial 
support to paraprofessionals pursuing the program. 

Make the alternative licensure pathway available to 
candidates with an associate’s degree.  In Illinois, 
the alternative licensure program is only available to 
candidates with a bachelor’s degree, GPA of at least 3.0, 
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could pass a target language exam and therefore be eligible for 
the Transitional Bilingual Licensure with Stipulations (Type 29).

General Assembly incentivizes institutions of higher 
education to recruit and support linguistically and 
culturally diverse teacher candidates.

Improve and increase financial aid and scholarships to these 
teacher candidates.

Support increased investments and amendments to the 
Minority Teachers of Illinois Scholarship Program.
Currently, this scholarship encourages academically talented 
minority students to pursue teaching by awarding a $5,000 
scholarship.  Increased investments should both increase 
the number of recipients and the total amount they receive.  
Priority should be given to candidates who are bilingual.

Provide additional investments to institutions of higher 
education dedicated to support advising and mentoring 
of candidates.

 
 
RETENTION AND COMPENSATION

School districts create local incentives to attract 
bilingual/ESL teachers to the profession.
Provide bilingual teachers with a financial incentive due to 
their specialized skillset and increased workload.

Provide the current teaching staff with stipends to earn 
bilingual/ESL endorsements.

Illinois Teacher Associations work with school districts to 
develop compensation structures to recruit and retain 
bilingual staff.

Conduct a survey to ascertain which districts are 
differentiating salaries for bilingual staff and how the salary 
schedules included credit for the endorsements.

 

RECRUITMENT FROM ABROAD
ISBE expands work with foreign consulates to recruit 
qualified teachers from abroad.

Recruitment of teachers from other countries remains a 
popular way for districts to meet their bilingual teacher 
shortage.  Currently, teachers from abroad largely come from 
Spain, due to a long-standing relationship between ISBE and 
the Ministry of Education and Culture of Spain. Respondents 
encouraged ISBE to expand such foreign teacher programs 
into other countries.

Develop a memorandum of understanding with different 
consulates to establish teacher recruitment partnerships.

Develop guidance for districts on how to engage in foreign 
recruitment and create strong induction practices to 
support incoming teachers from abroad.

and have passed required content-based exams. This 
proposed model  would be a two-year residency program 
where the candidate receives their teacher license with 
stipulations. 

Illinois should create and invest in a pathway for 
paraprofessionals without a BA to enter the teaching 
profession. For Illinois, the program requirements could be: 

Associate’s degree or 60 college credit hours with a GPA 
of at least a 3.0

Applicable content-based test

As part of the program, candidates must complete intensive 
sessions (over summer) of methods/pedagogical content. Once 
requirements of licensure program are met, then:

Enter into three-year residency program. The first two years 
of a three-year residency, candidates placed in classroom 
as paid paraprofessionals and are taking the required 
coursework. The individual is assigned to a mentor teacher.

Prior to the third year of residency, the individual completes 
any coursework required by the program and/or required 
coursework for endorsement. The individual must be 
recommended by the program for the third year. 

In the individual’s third year of the program, the candidate is 
placed in the classroom as a paid, full time teacher of record. 

Pass the edTPA performance-based assessment during the 
first semester of the third year of teaching residency, and 
successfully complete year two of residency and any remaining 
program requirements. 

Support programs that provide financial incentives to 
candidates seeking to enter the profession. 

Develop and finance initiatives that recruit high school students 
who graduate with the Illinois Seal of Biliteracy as a potential 
candidate pool.  Recipients of the Seal of Biliteracy would be 
provided with scholarships incentivizing them to enter the 
teacher workforce. 

For example, Illinois P.A. 100-0982 establishes the 
Supporting Future Teachers’ Program. The intent of the 
program is to create pathways for high school graduates 
and/or community members who were at one point an EL, 
low-income, or recipients of the State Seal of Biliteracy to 
begin the steps to become a teacher. 
 
Another example of this pathway is Grow your Own Illinois 
(GYO). GYO is a teacher training program meant to support 
community members to become licensed teachers in their 
neighborhood schools. GYO is expanding their reach to 
students who have taken dual credit courses or have 
received the Seal of Biliteracy. 

Fund a “Transition to Teaching Program” for career changers 
holding a bachelor’s degree and possessing bilingual skills to 
enter a master’s program earning teacher licensure and the 
bilingual endorsement. Candidates fulfilling these requirements 
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CONCLUSION
This brief began with a review of changing EL demographics 
in Illinois. With 58 percent growth since 2005, Illinois 
needs a strong bilingual teacher workforce to ensure the 
educational success of the growing EL population.  The 
need is amplified by state mandates regarding bilingual 
education and heightened educational expectations 
stipulated by ESSA. EL directors grappling with the 
workforce shortage are doing their best to find innovative 
strategies to best serve their students. Despite these 
efforts, the difficulties brought on by the shortage require 
state-level interventions from the General Assembly, ISBE, 
and higher education institutions. In order to have more 
students meet college readiness standards, Illinois needs 
to invest in these recommended strategies for growing a 
bilingual teacher workforce.  These solutions offer hope for 
solving a long-standing problem that will greatly improve 

education for the growing EL population.

Survey Questions and Methods

In partnership with the Illinois Resource Center (IRC), the Forum disseminated this survey to gather insights from the field on the 
impact the teacher shortage is having on the ground and to inform recommendations for consideration. The IRC is a service agency 
that provides professional development and educational programming to teachers and program directors serving linguistically and 
culturally diverse students. The IRC was able to disseminate this survey to their large base of program directors coordinating English 
Learner services.  The survey was distributed through the IRC listserv that primarily consists of program directors and practitioners 
who have attended the Annual Bilingual Directors Meeting. This Annual Bilingual Directors Meeting has state wide representation. The 
listserv from this meeting has about 350 contacts. Our sample size was 119. The survey was optional, and results kept confidential.  
Survey topics included:

SHORTAGE DESCRIPTORS
Grade spans with greatest bilingual/ESL vacancies
Average time to fill bilingual/ESL vacancy
Alternatives used to fill vacancies
Suggestions to alleviate the bilingual/ESL teacher shortage
Endorsement possessed
More than 200 ELs served by that district

RECRUITMENT
Strategies to recruit
Challenges for bilingual teachers’ candidates trying to
     enter the field

RETAINING
Obstacles retaining bilingual teachers
Funding
Resources used to address bilingual/ESL teacher vacancies
Need for more information and guidance
Gaps in knowledge about ELs and pedagogy
Additional information needed by EL directors
Greatest challenges faced as EL director

OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS
Please indicate any additional information that could alleviate
      the shortage of bilingual/ESL teachers in Illinois.
Is there any other information that you would like to provide to 
      address gaps in information regarding ELs and their
      education?

APPENDIX
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