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By Dr. Cherissa Legendre Vitter,
Associate Professor of IB Education,
Southeastern Louisiana University,
Hammond, LA

for Growing all Educators (BRIDGE) initiative was

launched to address critical teacher shortages,
strengthen preparation pathways and improve retention
in high-need Louisiana districts. Funded through the U.S.
Department of Education’s Teacher Quality Partnership
(TQP) program, BRIDGE partnered with three Louisiana
school districts to create a comprehensive pipeline
from undergraduate preparation through induction.
Through strategic partnerships with the National Institute
for Excellence in Teaching (NIET) and three Louisiana
school districts, the program created a comprehensive
pipeline that supports candidates from recruitment
through induction. The initiative has achieved remarkable
outcomes: 100% certification rates for Cohort 1 graduates,
strong recruitment pipelines, innovative Praxis preparation
supports and the establishment of a sustainable induction
infrastructure. Southeastern’s leadership in this space
has been recognized nationally, including an invitation to
meet with U.S. Secretary of Education Linda McMahon
in 2025 to showcase the success of its induction and
apprenticeship programs. BRIDGE has left a lasting legacy
of collaboration, innovation and measurable impact on
teacher quality in the region. It has positioned Southeastern
as a national model for teacher preparation, with lessons
that extend far beyond Louisiana.

The Building Rigorous Induction and Development

The program recognized early that addressing teacher
shortages required not only preparing candidates, but also
attracting them into the profession.

To this end, BRIDGE implemented a multi-pronged
recruitment strategy:

+ Living Learning Communities (LLCs): Beginning in Fall
2024, 12 freshmen education majors lived and studied
together, creating a supportive peer network that fostered
early commitment to the profession.

+ College of Education Ambassadors: Upperclassmen
served as role models and recruiters, representing the
College at events and mentoring younger students.

+ Lion Pride Preview and Scholars Showcase: These
events introduced high school students to the benefits of
pursuing education at Southeastern.

+ Pre-Educator Signing Days: In partnership with District
1, high school seniors committing to education were
celebrated publicly, raising the profile of the profession.

By embedding Praxis preparation into coursework, offering
career development activities such as mock interviews and
career fairs and providing mentorship, BRIDGE created a
supportive ecosystem that encouraged persistence
through the program.

One of BRIDGE’s most innovative contributions has been
the creation of the Praxis Lab. Recognizing that Praxis exam
passage was a major barrier to certification and retention,
the program embedded preparation directly into coursework.
Candidates engaged in structured study sessions, accessed
subject-specific materials and logged required lab hours.
Faculty integrated Praxis preparation into their syllabi,
ensuring that exam readiness was not an optional add-on
but a core component of the academic experience.

Survey data from 123 participants in Fall 2024 revealed that:
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+ 97% agreed or strongly agreed that the Praxis Lab
improved their understanding of exam content.

+ 96% reported increased confidence in their ability to
succeed on the exams.

The Praxis Lab has already begun to shift outcomes, with
candidates persisting in the program who might otherwise
have exited due to exam challenges. It stands as a model of
how universities can proactively address systemic barriers to
teacher certification.
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Certification is the ultimate measure of a teacher preparation
program’s effectiveness. BRIDGE’s results are exceptional.

HIGH NEED FIELDS
22.2%

OTHER FIELDS

77.8%

100% of Cohort 1 (90 candidates) attained certification
within one year of graduation.

20 graduates entered shortage areas (special education,
math, science, arts), directly addressing district needs.

+ These outcomes not only exceed national averages but
also directly address the most pressing needs of partner
districts. By aligning preparation with district-defined
shortage areas, BRIDGE ensured that its graduates were
not only certified, but also strategically positioned to make
an impact where they were needed most.

Instructional quality is at the heart of BRIDGE’s mission.
By aligning coursework with NIET’s Aspiring Teacher
Rubric (ATR), the program has raised the bar for candidate
performance. Classroom observations revealed growth
across all indicators:

Year 1 Year 2

PLANNING INSTRUCTION ENVIRONMENT

+ Planning improved significantly, reflecting the integration
of high-quality instructional materials into coursework.

+ Instruction and Environment also showed steady gains,
suggesting that candidates are better prepared to manage
classrooms and deliver effective lessons.
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These improvements are a direct result of faculty training,
rubric alignment and the intentional design of clinical
experiences. They demonstrate that BRIDGE is not

only producing more teachers, but also better-prepared
teachers.

Mentorship and induction are critical to teacher retention,
and BRIDGE invested heavily in building this infrastructure.
District Advisory Boards, composed of BRIDGE personnel,
NIET representatives and district staff, ensured that
induction programming was aligned with local needs.
Cohort 1 began induction in District 1 in Fall 2024, with
quarterly workshops focused on instructional planning,
coaching and professional balance. Cohort 2 began
induction in District 2 in Fall 2025. Satisfaction surveys
consistently reported high levels of engagement and
value, underscoring the program’s success in building a
sustainable induction model.

The BRIDGE initiative has been a resounding success.

It has demonstrated that with strategic partnerships,
innovative programming and data-driven decision-making,
universities can play a pivotal role in addressing teacher
shortages and improving educational equity. While

the TQP grant has ended, the structures built through
BRIDGE —Praxis Lab, induction workshops, mentor
networks and rubric-aligned coursework—will continue
to benefit candidates, mentors and districts for years to
come. BRIDGE has not only met its goals but has also
created a model for sustainable teacher development that
can inform future initiatives at Southeastern Louisiana
University and beyond.

Dr. Cherissa Legendre
Vitter is an Associate
Professor of IB Education
at Southeastern Louisiana
University and is responsible
for teaching courses
leading to the IB Educator
Certificate in Teaching
and Learning. Her areas

of research are teacher
evaluation, cognitive coaching practices and future-
ready classrooms where she has been a presenter at
national and international conferences. She serves on
the board of Louisiana IB Schools.
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FUTURE

FORWARD:
INVESTING IN OUR

PEOPLE, ELEVATING
OUR COMMUNITY

By Catherine Arminio, Assistant Director of Human Resources,
Hamilton Township School District, Mercer County, NJ

The United States continues

to face a persistent national
teacher shortage, characterized
by a diminishing pipeline of
prospective educators entering
the field. For Human Resources
departments in education, this
trend necessitates a strategic
shift from a focus on candidate
selection to a proactive
emphasis on staff development
and retention.

aintaining educator quality is paramount, as
M instructional staff possess the capacity to

significantly shape student outcomes, precluding
any compromise in standards due to inadequate candidate
quantity. Over the past two years, the Hamilton Township
School District, situated in Mercer County, New Jersey,
initiated a full-circle HR strategy to address this pipeline
issue by intensifying focus on both current staff retention
and local community recruitment.

INTERNAL PERSONNEL RETENTION STRATEGIES

The district's retention efforts commenced with formalized
staff engagement protocols designed to check the
organizational climate. Specifically, stay interviews were
employed as a standardized method to assess the overall
sentiment of the teaching staff. The four-question survey
sent includes:

1. What are you learning at Hamilton Township School
District? What do you want to learn?

2. Why do you stay at the Hamilton Township School
District?

3. When was the last time you thought about leaving
HTSD? What prompted it?

4. What supports can we provide to make your
experience at work better for you?

Staff are also given an option to meet in person or on a
virtual platform if they would like to elaborate or prefer

a different format. The resulting data fueled meaningful
conversations, providing empirical evidence of satisfaction
and dissatisfaction regarding building culture and
employee outlook. This proactive approach enables the
HR department to identify potential attrition trends before
they escalate into staff turnover, thereby supporting long-
term teacher retention.

Beyond data collection, the District implemented
opportunities for leadership development, notably

through the Aspiring Administrator program. This initiative
compensates teachers to assume limited principal duties,
granting them essential real-life administrative experience
during preparatory periods and in the resolution of building
issues, which is a recognized strategy for developing
internal capacity and increasing engagement among high-
potential employees.

Another area of focus the District looked at was how to
effectively communicate the benefits offerings and how
to check in with staff. The District offers a robust benefits
package, including excellent health insurance, dental
insurance, a prescription plan, an employee assistance

program, optional disability and savings and tax shelters.
A key challenge identified was the low awareness among
staff regarding the full scope of these benefits. Using Al
tools such as Notebook LM and Gemini, as well as live
informational sessions, the District was able to increase
knowledge of the programs within the District and educate
staff on the benefits. Additionally, the District sends out
reminders about wellness and the importance of self-care,
urging staff to support one another and educating them
about the services available if needed.

DEVELOPING NON-CERTIFICATED STAFF
PATHWAYS

The second component of the comprehensive strategy
involved establishing "grow your own" pathways for non-
certificated staff —such as educational assistants and
support personnel—to transition into certified teaching
roles. The District actively cultivated partnerships with
external organizations that facilitate the certification
process by reducing financial barriers and bridging the
gap between the employee and university certification
programs. Currently, approximately 10 Educational
Assistants are actively engaged in the pipeline to become
future teachers. Research indicates that such programs
are highly effective in building a more representative and
stable workforce.

Recognizing the complexity of the state’s certification
process, a commitment was made to simplify the
requirements for existing staff. This involved restructuring
the state-provided information into digestible segments,
creating a clarifying visual chart for the District website
and hosting individualized counseling sessions with non-
certificated employees.

Furthermore, the District actively integrates student
teachers into the organizational structure. Twice annually,
the District meets with the student teachers to explain
the benefits of substitute teaching and eventually joining
the District as a teacher. By offering a comprehensive,
supportive and high-quality student teaching experience,
the district cultivates familiarity and encourages future
employment from a cohort that is already integrated into
the school environment and community.

Leveraging Community Recruitment

The final strategic effort focused on leveraging the local
community’s unique socio-historical context. Hamilton
Township, noted for its deep-rooted history and strong
local identity, features a population self-identified as
“Hamiltonians” who grew up in town and remain in the




area to raise their families. Harnessing this strong local
connection, the District held targeted job fairs throughout
the year, including specialized events for educational
assistants and specific teaching staff vacancies. This fall,
the Human Resources department also dedicated time to
provide community members with detailed, personalized
counseling on the certification process. This outreach
resulted in direct consultation with approximately 15
community members interested in career transition,
demonstrating how localized recruitment can tap into non-
traditional candidate pools.

Catherine Arminio,
Assistant Director of HR
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