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Date of Hearing:  March 24, 2021 

ASSEMBLY COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 
Patrick O'Donnell, Chair 

AB 437 (Kalra) – As Introduced February 4, 2021 

SUBJECT:  Teacher credentialing:  subject matter competence 

SUMMARY:  Authorizes a candidate for a preliminary multiple or single subject teaching 
credential to demonstrate subject matter competence by completing higher education coursework 
in the subjects related to the content area of the credential, or through a combination of higher 
education coursework, a subject matter program, and/or a subject matter examination. 
Specifically, this bill:   

1) Authorizes a candidate for a preliminary multiple or single subject teaching credential to 
demonstrate subject matter competence through: 

a) Successful completion of coursework at one or more regionally accredited institutions of 
higher education that addresses each of the domains of the subject matter requirements 
adopted by the Commission on Teacher Credentialing (CTC) in the content area of the 
credential. 

b) A combination of successfully completed coursework, completion of a subject matter 
program approved by the CTC, and/or passage of the California Subject Examinations for 
Teachers (CSET) that addresses each of the domains in the subject matter requirement 
adopted by the CTC in the content area of the credential. 

2) Waives the subject matter examination (CSET) requirement for candidates who address each 
of the domains of the subject matter requirements by successfully completing higher 
education coursework, successfully completing a CTC-approved program, and/or passing 
CSET subtests.  

3) Makes technical and clarifying changes.  

EXISTING LAW:  

1) Suspends the requirement for a university intern credential program to complete a subject 
matter examination before admission to a university intern credential program, and for 
applicants for a university or district intern credential to complete a subject matter 
examination, are suspended for applicants who, between March 19, 2020, and August 31, 
2021, are unable to complete a subject matter examination due to testing center closures 
related to COVID-19. Specifies an applicant for whom the subject matter examination 
requirement is suspended shall complete a subject matter examination before being 
recommended for a preliminary credential. (Education Code (EC) 44453) 

2) Requires the CTC to adopt examinations and assessments to verify the subject matter 
knowledge and competence of candidates for single subject teaching credentials. (EC 44282) 

3) Requires the CTC to issue single subject teaching credentials only in fifteen specified 
subjects. (EC 44257) 
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4) Requires a subject matter examination authorizing a multiple subject teaching credential to 
include an examination of the candidate’s knowledge in language studies, literature, 
mathematics, science, social studies, history, the arts, physical education, and human 
development. (EC 44282) 

5) Requires, as part of the minimum requirements for the preliminary multiple or single subject 
teaching credential, demonstration of subject matter competence by completion of a CTC-
approved subject matter program or the CSET. (EC 44259) 

6) Requires, as part of the minimum requirements for the preliminary multiple or single subject 
teaching credential, a candidate to demonstrate basic competency in the use of computers in 
the classroom by successful completion of a CTC-approved course or successful passage of 
an assessment which is developed, approved, and administered by the CTC. (EC 44259) 

7) Requires the CTC to waive the subject examination requirement for graduates of accredited 
public and private institutions of higher education who successfully complete subject matter 
programs specified by the CTC. (EC 44310) 

8) Permits the CTC to require a candidate who is otherwise eligible for an examination waiver 
to take a subject matter examination for informational purposes only. (EC 44310) 

FISCAL EFFECT: Unknown 

COMMENTS:   

Need for the bill. According to the author, “California is facing a significant teacher shortage 
and COVID19 will only exacerbate the shortage across the state. This pandemic will drastically 
affect all teaching positions, especially in the rural and urban areas where schools will be faced 
with many challenges. Credentialing programs are seeing a decline in enrollment, which only 
continues to increase the teacher shortage in our schools. As our state grapples with the impacts 
of this virus, we must come together to help Californians. Teachers and students will need all the 
assistance to overcome the impacts of COVID19, so by expanding the pathways for teacher 
credentialing opportunities, we can move in a direction to address the teacher shortage in our 
California schools.”  
 
What is the California Subject Examinations for Teachers (CSET)? California Subject 
Examinations for Teachers, referred to as CSET, are exams administered by the CTC to assess 
the subject matter competence of teacher candidates. Teacher candidates seeking a single or 
multiple subject teaching credential must demonstrate subject matter competency through 
completing a CTC-approved subject matter program, or by passing the CSET.  

Elementary school teachers earn a multiple subject credential by passing a trio of subtests – in 
science and math; reading, language, literature, history, and social science; and physical 
education, human development, and visual and performing arts.  

Middle and high school teachers earn single subject credentials by passing the CSET subject 
exam in the content area of the credential. The single subject CSET examinations consist of two 
to four subtests, depending on the candidate’s subject area. Most of the CSET examinations 
consist of both multiple-choice and constructed-response items. Examinees can choose to take 
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one or more subtests of a given content area within a single testing session; however, candidates 
must earn a passing score on each of the examination’s subtests to pass the entire CSET. 

The fee for registering to take the CSET ranges, but for most of the exams, the registration fee is 
$99 per subtest. The schedule of testing dates varies depending on the CSET subject area. The 
exams taken by the highest volume of candidates (multiple subject and single subject math, 
English, science, and social science) are offered year-round by appointment, Monday-Saturday, 
on a first come first served basis. For other single subject tests, the exam is offered by 
appointment during scheduled testing windows. Depending on the subject area, up to four 4-
week testing windows are offered each year. For most foreign language exams, only one subtest 
may be scheduled at a time, and the required subtests may be offered with different frequency 
and during different testing windows. The exams are computer-based and are offered at 
approximately 180 testing sites in California.  

The requirement to pass the CSET is waived for candidates who demonstrate subject matter 
competence by passing CTC-approved subject matter programs. The CTC accredits institutions 
and approves programs that meet its adopted standards of quality and effectiveness. These 
programs span across all credential areas and are offered at nearly 50 accredited institutions 
across California.  
 
What does the research say about CSET? Potential teachers in California are required to take 
four tests in order to earn their credential: a basic skills test (CBEST), subject test (CSET), 
reading instruction competence assessment (RICA), and teacher performance assessment (TPA). 
Research indicates that at least 40% of those who initially intend to teach are unable to move 
forward at some testing juncture, and in some fields, including mathematics and science, this 
includes well over half of those who initially intended to teach. Of these assessments, only the 
TPA has been shown to be related to teachers’ effectiveness in the classroom. Given that 
candidates also reported that the tests are a financial hurdle and a logistical challenge, there is no 
doubt that they have a noticeable impact on the pipeline for becoming a teacher in the state.” 
(Darling-Hammond, 2018). 

To determine whether academic coursework is an effective alternative to the CSET for assessing 
subject matter competency, it is important to understand how subject matter expertise correlates 
to student achievement in the classroom, and how CSET scores and completion of academic 
coursework correlate to student achievement, and to each other.  

According to research, subject matter expertise and subject-specific preparation may have 
positive impact on student achievement (Monk, 1994; Goldhaber, 2000), particularly in 
mathematics, where researchers found that student performance increased with the amount of 
higher education math coursework the teacher had completed. However, given the small effects 
reported in these and other studies, the relationship between content knowledge and teaching 
effectiveness is neither consistent nor clear. The research suggests that grade level and the 
specific content in question are important variables in understanding this relationship, with the 
most significant effects observed in science and math.  
 
Another study looked at the correlation between performance on teacher licensure test scores and 
student achievement data in Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) found “no indication 
that any of the teacher licensure scores affect student achievement. The measured basic skills, 
subject-matter knowledge, and reading pedagogy scores of elementary teachers are unrelated to 
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student achievement.” The study also found that student achievement was unaffected by whether 
classroom teachers have advanced degrees (Buddin, 2008). However, the authors acknowledge 
there is a possibility that this lack of effect may be because the threshold for passing the subject 
matter exam is sufficiently high that variability in teacher expertise above the threshold is 
negligible. 
 
Taken together, the existing data suggests that while subject matter expertise positively impacts 
student achievement, teacher credentialing subject matter exam scores do not correlate with 
student performance. The positive impact of teacher subject matter expertise on student 
performance, while small, was most pronounced for math and science classes—two of the 
subject areas with the lowest CSET passing rates.   
 
In 2014, the CSET mathematics exam was updated to reflect the common core standards. Data 
from the CTC (shown in Figure 1) shows that examinees who have taken more undergraduate 

mathematics coursework have a 
higher chance of passing the 
updated CSET mathematics 
exam. This data indicates that in 
mathematics, completion of 
subject-area coursework is 
correlated to subject matter 
competency, as assessed by the 
CSET. Possessing an 
undergraduate degree in 
mathematics did not result in 
improved passing rates over 
students who had taken more 
than twenty-five credit hours of 
mathematics coursework but who 
did not major in mathematics. 

 
CSET, teacher shortages, and COVID-19. On March 4, 2020, Governor Newsom proclaimed a 
State of Emergency in California as a result of the threat of the COVID-19 virus. An Executive 
Order (EO) issued on March 13, 2020 authorized, but did not require, LEAs to close schools for 
in-person instruction as a result of the threat of COVID-19. The state subsequently began using a 
color-coded tiered system to determine when schools could reopen for in-person 
instruction.  Except for local educational agencies (LEAs) located in the highest tier of virus 
spread, the decision regarding whether to close or re-open schools was left to each LEA, in 
consultation with local public health officials.   

The vast majority of California public schools were closed for in-person instruction through the 
end of the 2019-20 school year, and many also began the 2020-21 school year by offering only 
or mostly remote instruction. As of January 2021, due to increasing surges in the rates of 
COVID-19, many schools throughout the state, including those in the largest school districts, 
remained closed for in-person instruction.  As of this writing most school districts had either 
begun to return students to some form of in-person instruction, or have plans to do so soon.  

The COVID-19 pandemic forced the closure of CSET and basic skills testing sites. The required 
basic skills and subject matter competence exams have been deferred for teacher candidates, but 
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required for a preliminary credential for those affected by COVID related testing center closures 
during the period from mid-March 2020 until August 31, 2021.  Student teaching hours have 
been redefined by the necessary shift to distance learning, which may result in fewer candidates 
completing their teacher credentials in during the pandemic. As of February 2021, testing sites 
are open at about 50% capacity. With the unprecedented COVID-19 crisis, creative solutions to 
increase the teacher workforce by expanding the pool of qualified teacher applicants are urgently 
needed.  

The Learning Policy Institute’s March 2021 report noted the following key findings with regard 
to the growing teacher shortage during COVID-19: 
 

• “Teacher shortages remain a critical problem. Most districts have found teachers to be in 
short supply, especially for math, science, special education, and bilingual education. 
Shortages are especially concerning as a return to in-person instruction will require even 
more teachers to accommodate physical distancing requirements. Most districts are filling 
hiring needs with teachers on substandard credentials and permits, reflecting a statewide 
trend of increasing reliance on underprepared teachers. These teachers, who have not 
completed preparation for teaching, are likely to be less knowledgeable about how to 
close growing learning gaps caused by the pandemic crisis. In addition, rising pension 
costs may contribute to some districts relying on substitute teachers and paraprofessionals 
to meet increasing staff needs, rather than making additional teacher hires. 
 

• Teacher pipeline problems are exacerbated by teacher testing policies and inadequate 
financial aid for completing preparation. Many districts attributed shortages to having a 
limited pool of fully credentialed applicants, with more than half reporting that testing 
requirements and lack of financial support for teacher education pose barriers to entry 
into teaching. 
 

• Teacher workload and burnout are major concerns. The transition to online and hybrid 
learning models has had a steep learning curve and poses ongoing challenges that have 
been a primary contributor to some teachers’ decisions to retire earlier than previously 
planned. With district leaders estimating that teacher workloads have at least doubled, 
many were concerned that the stressors of managing the challenges of the pandemic on 
top of the challenges of an increased workload could lead to teacher burnout and 
increased turnover rates. 
 

• Growing retirements and resignations further reduce supply. In some districts, retirements 
and resignations are contributing to shortages, while in others, these retirements and 
resignations offset the need for anticipated layoffs due to expected budget cuts this school 
year. District leaders anticipate higher retirement rates next year, which could exacerbate 
shortages.” 

 
Cumulative data from the CTC for the years 2003-2017 indicate that on average of 21,500 
teacher candidates passed the CSET exam every year. The current and possibly ongoing/repeated 
suspension of CSET exams due to the COVID-related closure of testing centers will have a 
significant impact on the number of teacher candidates who take and pass the exam. By 
establishing additional options for how candidates can demonstrate subject matter competence, 
this bill provides the flexibility needed to ensure that CSET suspension does not unduly disrupt 
credentialing of qualified teachers in California in the uncertain era of COVID-19.  
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The CTC waives the CSET requirement for candidates who have successfully completed a CTC-
approved subject matter program, which are offered at nearly 50 institutes of higher education 
across California. These programs of higher education may be associated with degrees or majors 
in the subjects, and are aligned with program standards specified by the CTC. Waiving the CSET 
requirement for candidates who successfully complete these programs indicates that, when the 
content is approved and aligned with CTC standards, the CTC accepts coursework as a valid way 
to demonstrate subject matter competence.  

CSET passing rates. A 2018 report from the CTC showed that the cumulative CSET passing 
rate, for years 2003-2017 for all exams was 80.8%. The cumulative passing rate is the percentage 
of people who pass the test over a specific period of time, including those who have retaken the 
test more than once; therefore, the cumulative passing rate is higher than the annual passing rate 
for any given year. For 2016-2017, the total annual passing rate for all exams was 68.4%. The 
multiple subject exam was updated in 2014; the cumulative passing rate for 2014-2017 was 
80.9%, while the annual passing rate for 2016-2017 was 72.2%.  
 
CSET passing rates vary greatly with self-reported ethnicity of the examinee. While 78.5% of 
white students passed the multiple subjects CSET in 2016-2017, only 58.1% of African 
American, 58.8% of Hispanic American, 66.7% of Native American, and 72.9% of Asian 
American examinees passed the exam. This 20% gap in passing rate between African American 
and white candidates calls into question whether the CSET exam poses a barrier to increasing 
teacher diversity in California.  
 
The passing rate for single subject exams varies greatly between subject areas. While the 
cumulative passing rates from years 2003-2017 fall between 65-85% for most exams, the passing 
rate for English Language Development was only 7.9% while over 96% of examinees passed the 
subject tests for Italian and Preliminary Educational Technology.  
 
The graph below (Figure 2) shows cumulative (2003-2017, except for tests that have been 
updated more recently than 2003) and annual (2016-2017) passing rates for some of the highest 
volume CSET exams. The difference between annual and cumulative passage rates indicates that 
many examinees retake the exam more than once before passing (data from CTC). 
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Related legislation. AB 2485 (Kalra) of the 2019-20 Session was substantially similar to this bill 
and would have authorized a candidate for a preliminary multiple or single subject teaching 
credential to demonstrate subject matter competence by completing higher education coursework 
in the subjects related to the content area of the credential, or through a combination of higher 
education coursework, a subject matter program, and/or a subject matter examination, and 
required basic competency in the use of computers in the classroom to be demonstrated only by 
completion of a program or course approved by the CTC. This bill was held in the Senate 
Education Committee.  
 
AB 1982 (Cunningham) of the 2019-20 Session would have exempted teacher candidates from 
the basic skills proficiency test requirement if they earn at least a letter grade of B in qualifying 
coursework. The bill also would have exempted an applicant who a credential preparation 
program determines has demonstrated proficiency in the basic skills through a combination of 
qualifying coursework and other existing exemptions from the basic skills proficiency test 
requirement. This bill was held in the Senate Education Committee. 
 
SB 614 (Rubio) of the 2019-20 Session would have repealed the the reading instruction 
competence assessment requirement for issuance of a teaching credential, and would have 
required all approved teacher preparation programs to instruct and reliably assess candidates to 
ensure individual competence to deliver comprehensive and research-based reading instruction 
and to adopt, modify, and administer a reading instruction assessment aligned with the state’s 
current adopted curriculum framework. This bill was held in the Assembly Appropriations 
Committee. 
 
Arguments in support. The CTC states: “AB 437 expands the teacher pipeline by establishing 
new pathways for teacher candidates to meet the Subject Matter Competency Requirement 
(SMR), creating the option to use relevant college-level coursework for this purpose. In addition, 
candidates will be able to demonstrate competency by “mixing-and-matching” coursework and 
the passage of CSET subtests, to meet all the domains of the SMR. These new options will 
remove barriers to entry and reduce the teacher shortage particularly among those impacted by 
COVID-19 testing center closures. The pandemic has caused testing centers throughout the state 
to close or operate at reduced capacity, limiting access to CSET exams. The state has adopted 
temporary flexibilities to allow candidates to defer these tests to the end of teacher preparation, 
however the SMR is still required before for a credential can be issued.” 
 
REGISTERED SUPPORT / OPPOSITION: 

Support 

California Charter Schools Association 
California County Superintendents Educational Services Association (CCSESA) 
California Language Teachers' Association 
California School Boards Association 
California Teachers Association 
Public Advocates, INC. 
Small School Districts Association 
The Commission on Teacher Credentialing 
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Opposition 

None on file 

Analysis Prepared by: Chelsea Kelley / ED. / (916) 319-2087 
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