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Abstract

Teacher certification exams were put on hold as New York City became the epicenter of the COVID-
19 crisis in March of 2020. State officials closed testing centers and school buildings, and teacher
candidates began to panic as administrators at their student teaching placements worked feverishly to
adjust. This changed teacher candidates’ ability to complete the performance assessment required for
certification (edTPA). Concurrently, COVID-19 was disproportionally affecting the Black community
(Phillips et al., 2020) and areas with limited financial resources. Based on the demographics of students
at The City University of New York, there were extensive health challenges for many of its Black and
low-income teacher candidates and their families. Prior to the pandemic, there were already concerns
about its challenges and costs both for teacher candidates and for schools of education may be a barrier
to entry for those already underrepresented in the teaching profession (Davis, 2015).
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As one of the financial, cultural, and media capitals of the world, people travel from distant countries to
New York City. The New York metropolitan area is home to more than five airports: three international
airports (Newark Liberty, John F. Kennedy, and Stewart), one airport that is the hub for American and
Delta Airlines (LaGuardia), and one small airport (Teterboro). In 2019, these airports reached an all-
time high of 140.5 million passengers in a year (Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, 2019).
Unfortunately, with this influx of visitors came the unwelcomed passenger, COVID-19, and New York
City became the epicenter of the global pandemic. Prior to 2020, it seemed impossible to imagine a
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shutdown of the “city that never sleeps,” but on March 12,2019, all City and State University of New
York (CUNY, SUNY) colleges were switched to distance learning. Four days later, New York City
school buildings were shut down, and then on March 17, New York City bars and restaurants were
limited to delivery service only. Later that week, The NYS PAUSE Program began, and all non-essential
workers in the entire State were ordered by Governor Cuomo to stay home. No one knew how long this
would last or even how the virus was transmitted, but it was mid-semester, and school was still in
session.

Although many people were working and learning from home, there was a consistent flow of media
to our phones, television, and computers. The murders of George Flood, Brianna Taylor, Amard
Arbery, among many others, were shown repeatedly. According to the President of the American
Psychological Association Sandra L. Shullman, the mental health effects of this reality put the nationina
“racism pandemic” as well. With the anxiety being both community-wide and personal, leading to not
only mental illnesses, such as depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, and substance abuse, but also
physical illnesses, such as heart disease, that result from the constant stress (American Psychological
Association, 2020). With the twin pandemics of a health crisis and persistent racial injustices
(Hammond, 2021), the future was unclear for students across the country, but it was extremely
uncertain for those at the City University of New York. With many already battling the challenges of
healthcare, childcare, housing insecurity, and food insecurity, CUNY had many support programs in
place, such as campus wellness and health services, campus mental health centers, food pantries,
childcare centers, and more (Healthy CUNY & CUNY Graduate School of Public Health and Health
Policy, 2018); however, access to these services became limited due to campus closures (Hunter,
2020). Additionally, by June 2020, “CUNY now has the sad distinction of having more coronavirus-
related deaths than any other higher education system in the country” (Valbrun, 2020, para. 5).

Teacher candidates also had to contend with the ambiguity of how they would complete their field-
based courses and become certified teachers (Atkins & Danley, 2020; Slay et al., 2020). School
administrators worked feverishly to adjust. Some teacher candidates were able to continue field
placements remotely, while others had to stop altogether and be given alternative ways to complete
clinical experiences. This changed teacher candidates’ ability to complete the performance assessment
required for certification (edTPA). State officials also closed testing centers for the computer-based
certification tests (EAS and CST), as they were considered non-essential businesses. The question
remained for New York teacher candidates, as for other teacher candidates across the country with
“stay-at-home mandates,” how would they become certified? Even before the pandemic, there had been
concerns about the challenges and costs for teacher candidates and for schools of education as barriers
to entry for those already underrepresented in the teaching profession. Access to teacher education,
clinical placements, and certification testing centers became a new and unpredictable challenge (Slay et
al., 2020).

The Importance of a Diverse PK-12 Teaching Staff

Having an urban teacher workforce that mirrors the students is important for many reasons. These
include having the same race (and often underrepresented) role models, being more likely to have high
expectations for students of color, and the ability for teachers to draw on their own experiences for
culturally relevant pedagogy and understanding student behavior. Additionally, the data show that for
low-income Black male students in grades 3-5, having one Black teacher can reduce the probability of
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leaving school by 39 percent (Goldhaber et al., 2019). When students have teachers of color, not only
do students of color benefit, but all students benefit. Students' social and emotional outcomes are
improved, as well as their academic outcomes (Bristol & Martin-Fernandez, 2019). This occurs
because
Children from diverse backgrounds benefit from educators who both affirm them during their
identity development and who understand and share linguistic and cultural practices. Cultural
familiarity helps educators to support student learning and growth, and to disrupt bias,
discrimination, and prejudice. It is equally important for white students, and students of all races, to
develop a deep understanding of the world around them by learning with and from diverse
educators (U.S. Department of Education, 2016, p. 1)

It is important for all students to have people of all identity groups serve as influential figures, role
models, and caring adults. This context can help students understand the complex and diverse society
around them and question stereotypes and biases they encounter.

CUNY Student Population

The Free Academy (later to become City College) was founded in 1847 to allow access to higher
education for men in New York City regardless of their race, religion, or socio-economic background
(Roff et al., 2000; The City College of New York, 2020). In 1870, The Normal College (later to
become Hunter College) would be founded to allow women this opportunity as well (Hunter, 1870).
Additional public colleges were founded across the boroughs and would eventually unite to become
The City University of New York in 1961. The CUNY system was founded partly due to the need for
financial support due to an economic crisis in New York City. Funding would now come from New
York State, but only if the colleges charged tuition (CUNY, 2022). In the fall of 2019, between 84 and
95 percent of full-time students at each CUNY campus received grant aid (CUNY, n.d.).

Earning a degree at The City University of New York has proven to be the path to individual and
intergenerational socio-economic mobility. “CUNY is responsible for enabling more people to rise out
of poverty than any other university in the United States” (Bowen, 2019). In fact, “The City University
of New York system propelled almost six times as many low-income students into the middle class and
beyond as all eight Ivy League campuses, plus Duke, M.L.T., Stanford and Chicago, combined”
(Leonhardt, 2017). City University of New York has one of the highest bottom-to-top-fifth mobility
rates in the country (Opportunity Insights, 2019).

CUNY Teacher Education Student Population

The City University of New York has nine senior colleges with teacher education programs and six
community colleges with pipeline programs enrolling more than 18,000 students annually. In
comparison, teacher education students make up a large portion of CUNY students, with one in every
twenty undergraduate degrees being in education and composing the largest areas of study for graduate
students across the University. The impact of CUNY on the diversity of the New York State teacher
workforce cannot be understated. In 2017-2018, CUNY made up 22% of all NYS graduates of
classroom teachers but made up 39% of the teachers of color entering the workforce (CUNY Office of
Institutional Research and Assessment, 2020b).
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Economic & Technological Needs

Prior to the pandemic, most undergraduate CUNY students were already in need of economic support
(CUNY Office of Institutional Research and Assessment, 2020a), and CUNY estimated there were
25,000 undergraduate and graduate student parents, many of whom had their own children learning
remotely beside them during the pandemic (O'Connell-Domenech, 2019). Furthermore, college
students and faculty were now enrolled in classes not originally designed using online pedagogy
(Aguilera-Hermida et al., 2021). Approximately two weeks after the “move to distance learning” at
CUNY, the reality of the complexity of this move became apparent. Students did not all have computers
or Wi-Fi at home, and if they did, many were now sharing those devices and services with multiple
members of the family. Buying another computer or a better broadband plan was not an option for
many, especially with the job, housing, and food insecurity on the rise. During the pandemic, New York
State experienced the largest job loss in the continental United States (Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities, 2021). CUNY moved into a Recalibration Period for Educational Equity to address this issue
and train faculty to use distance learning platforms. From Friday, March 27, through Wednesday, April
1,2020, all classes were paused to allow students to get access to digital equipment and
The Recalibration Period will also afford faculty time to consider ways to better support learning
through, for example, the asynchronous delivery of classes and other best practices emerging across
our University’s virtual classrooms. We are making this move before we get deeper into the
semester, to ensure that we are upholding the University’s mission and giving each and every
CUNY student an opportunity to thrive (Matos Rodriguez, 2020, para. 4).

This pause in instruction eliminated the scheduled spring break. The students would have this time off
from classes, but the faculty would be working feverishly to redesign their classes and ensure all their
students had access to computers and WiFi.

Health Care Needs

People with limited financial resources were also impacted more gravely by the COVID-19 virus
because of a lack of access to healthcare. Concurrently, the virus was disproportionally affecting the
Black community with high infection and mortality rates (Phillips et al., 2020). Based on the
demographics at The City University of New York, the twin pandemics of a global health crisis and
persistent racial and socio-economic injustices were clearly seen in the extensive health challenges for
many of its Black and low-income students and their families (City of New York, n.d.). Across CUNY’s
25 graduate and undergraduate colleges, 25.2 percent of students are Black, and 30.2% are Hispanic.
At CUNY Medgar Evers College, a Predominantly Black Institution (PBI), 85.5% of the students
identify as Black (CUNY Office of Institutional Research and Assessment, 2020b).

Setting the Stage: Policy Changes During the Pandemic

Throughout the pandemic, national, state, and city policies were rapidly changing and were sometimes
at odds with each other. There was tension among policymakers as the COVID-19 situation was
different across the country and across the state (Blake, 2020; McKinley et al., 2020; New York Times,
2020). There was international guidance from the World Health Organization and domestic guidance
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from the Center for Disease Control (CDC) and U.S. Surgeon General. Additionally, the Food and
Drug Administration (FDA) was responsible for approving vaccines. While health agencies were
gathering new information on how COVID-19 was spread, they were also under pressure from officials
to figure out a way to get the American public back to work quickly (Toney & Ishack, 2020; Tyson &
Funk, 2022; Watkins & Clevenger, 2021).

Politics Impact on Health Guidance and Educational Policy

Throughout the pandemic, politics often drove public health policies more than science. This “politics of
health entail privileging individuals with capital value who can benefit the state's interests and maintains
its power” (Daher-Nashif, 2022, p. 1). With pressure from President Trump based on looming
economic losses, a demand to open schools, and pandemic fatigue, health policies were relaxed, even if
the data did not support these measures. Multiple government agencies contradicted each other, leaving
the population confused (Barberia et al., 2021; Cohen, 2022; Funk & Tyson, 2022). Policies such as
sheltering at home, mask-wearing, gathering sizes, and schooling (and later vaccination requirements)
became a States’ rights versus Federal mandate battle (Gostin et al., 2020). In New York State, there
was much tension between the President and the Governor to the point that Governor Andrew Cuomo
claimed that Trump was using the CDC as a political tool and said that NYS policies would not follow
the Federal guidelines due to the risk to public safety (Feuer & Lovelace Jr., 2020).

There was also tension between Mayor DeBlasio and Governor Cuomo, especially around the issue
of opening schools. New York City Schools had a long and complicated reopening which started with a
delay of the 2020 fall semester until September 21 The system then shutdown on November 19t
because of high transmission rates. On November 29', only elementary schools re-opened. Then, due
to Union pressure over another COVID-19 surge, elementary schools closed again in January 2021.
Middle schools finally reopened for students to attend in-person for part of the week on February 25%,
and high schools followed the same model on March 22", Finally, it was announced, on May 24", that
remote learning would not be an option for the next school year, and vaccine mandates for staff would
go into effect. Until this announcement, schools were not clear as to what fall 2021 would look like.

Teacher Certification Policy

New York was one of nineteen states where clinical requirements remained throughout the pandemic,
although new flexibility guidelines (remote teaching, video analysis, simulations, etc.) were utilized to
allow teacher candidates to complete these experiences (Slay et al., 2020). In response to the shift to
distance learning, Pearson came out with “Guidance for edTPA in an Alternative Arrangement: Virtual
Learning Environment” (Board of Trustees of the Leland Stanford Junior University, 2020a). These
remote teaching arrangements had to be approved in advance, and permission forms had to be provided
by their Education Preparation Provider. For those who graduated and were educators but still needed
to complete the edTPA, permission had to be granted by their building-level administrators (Board of
Trustees of the Leland Stanford Junior University, 2020b).

New York State responded quickly to the reality, and all teacher certification exams were put on
hold, not just the edTPA. On March 30, 2020, New York State acknowledged that the Pearson testing
centers were to remain closed until April 16™ and that if the centers were to remain closed beyond May
1,2020, the teacher candidates would be exempt from their certification exams (New York State
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Education Department, 2020). At this time, exemptions and fast-tracking of certification were
happening in many professions: nurses, doctors, midwives, dental assistants, lab technicians,
commercial airline industry workers, social workers, and therapists, among others, and some continued
until March 2023 in New York State (ARSA, 2020; Hochul, 2023). Many exemptions were due to the
emergency need for the profession during the pandemic, such as respiratory therapists; for others, it was
the access to taking the exams because of the closure of testing sites. As previously stated, as an epicenter
of the pandemic, New York City, was on PAUSE for longer than most places in the country.
Certification test preparation was put on hold and new priorities took over for schools of education.
Considered a “professional service” under the PAUSE guidelines, testing centers would open when
areas were in Phase 2. As of April, some of the regions of New York State had entered Phase 1, but New
York City was in total lockdown. So, as May 1* approached, it seemed that the stated guidance would
go into effect.
However, with much shock to those in teacher education, on May 4, New York State came out with
the following guidance:
With the opening of test centers on May 1, candidates would be expected to take examinations
again according to the March 30" guidance. Given the severity of the COVID-19 pandemic in our
State, and the Governor’s extension of the New York State on Pause executive order through at
least May 15, the Department seeks to provide flexibility on the certification requirements and is
creating an Emergency COVID-109 certificate and expanding the edTPA safety net to Summer
2020 New York State registered educator preparation program candidates” (New York State
Education Department, 2020, May 4, p. 1).

The COVID-19 license gave teacher candidates a one-year extension to pass their certification exams
and allowed teacher candidates to take an alternative test to the edTPA for those who felt they could not
complete the requirements of the portfolio. While these accommodations were fair based on the
situation, this is not what was outlined in previous guidance. The question remained if testing centers are
considered a phase 2 service, then how could teacher candidates go to testing sites if, on May 29" New
York City was just entering Phase 1 and Central New York, Finger Lakes, Mohawk Valley, North
Country, and Southern Tier were to enter Phase 2? (New York State, 2020). When the May 4
Guidance was released by the State, teacher candidates felt betrayed. During a once in a lifetime
catastrophe, a burden that was set to be lifted was reinstated. For CUNY students, the timing could not
have been worse, as the semester for the University ends later than private schools, and students were
entering finals. To avoid added stress, some teacher educators kept the news from their students (this
author included) for as long as possible with fears of major mental health breakdowns.

When the teacher candidates were informed, the anger turned into a reality that had to be faced, and
new questions arose. What was on this alternative test to the edTPA? When would the testing centers
open? How would everyone who needed to take several multiple-hour tests get a seat when they did
open? Teacher candidates were now concerned with additional challenges: To remember all the
material and test-taking skills specific to each exam by the time it was to be taken and to schedule and
take multiple exams during their first-year teaching. This cohort of teacher candidates scurried to
improve their digital skills and online pedagogy to prepare for a year like no other. They would likely
need refresher courses by the time they were able to take the exams. This would be an additional
financial challenge for either the teacher candidate or for the schools of education that would take on
this responsibility for benefit of their students.
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New York State teacher candidates also decided to grant COVID-19 certificates, which would give
those who student-taught during the pandemic an additional year to take their tests while they were
working as novice teachers. This was then extended to allow for exams to be taken over a two-time
period. The ability to apply fora COVID-19 certificate ended on September 1, 2022. By creating a
COVID license, New York State was acknowledging that preparing for the teacher certification exams
is a skill set of its own and that preparing for the tests was not just about learning the content embedded
in their courses. Additionally, it remains to be seen if entering the profession without having taken the
certification exams influences the quality of teachers in the classroom or student outcomes. Even if
researchers used teacher observations or student test scores, there would be too many confounding
variables resulting from the pandemic to get generalizable results.

The State also paused using the edTPA as a requirement for certification at this time due to teacher
candidates’ challenges in recording and implementing their learning segments, especially if they were
completing remote student teaching. The COVID-19 License and edTPA test alternative (the
Assessment of Teaching Skills-Written or ATS-W, which the edTPA had replaced) remained in effect
through the class of 2021-2022.1n 2022, New York State eliminated the edTPA and tasked schools of
education to create their own performance assessments, to be conducted during student teaching, that
align with the four principles of the New York State Culturally Responsive-Sustaining Education
Framework (New York State Education Department, n.d.). This was a welcome change to the State
teachers’ union and teacher candidates due to the high cost ($300), time spent, and stress induced
(Author, 2016, 2019). Additionally,

Critics have long worried that the exam shut out candidates of color from the teaching workforce,

which faces a shortage. In 2017, New York officials reported that Black test takers were nearly

twice as likely to fail the edTPA compared to their white or Hispanic peers. State officials have

declined to share more recent test data (Amin, 2022, para. 8).

Those who already registered the edTPA prior to the policy change did not get a full reimbursement.
Even more infuriating to teacher candidates was that those who took and passed the test but no longer
needed for certification not only completed a rigorous portfolio over a course of a semester (or more)
but would not be reimbursed either (New York State Education Department Office of Teaching
Initiatives, 2022).

Conclusion

The twin pandemics of COVID-19 and racial unrest had a significant impact on New York City
students from PreK through higher education. The population suffered health, economic, social, and
psychological challenges, of which we are only beginning to see the long-term effects. Racial inequities
and existing trauma exacerbated the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in New York City, especially
for teachers and students of color (Souto-Manning & Melvin, 2022). Teacher candidates had the
additional anxiety of disrupted clinical experiences that were vital to their education as well as multiple
changes to how and when they would be able to become certified teachers. The COVID-19 license and
elimination of the edTPA mitigated some of the stress; however, there was much confusion and policy
change for teacher candidates during the spring of 2020. It is important that those whom student taught
during this time are supported professionally and personally as they started their careers in a profession
that has significant attrition and burnout rates and is forecasted to have a shortage in the coming years.
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