
Author’s Note: Grow Your Own programs are rooted in the needs 
of local communities. Many of these programs are designed to 
create opportunities and strengthen education for those that need it 
most. We have endeavored to create a research agenda that can be 
used and applied in a variety of contexts that are operating under 
different policy conditions.

Introduction
Grow Your Own (GYO) is a teacher recruitment and preparation 
strategy focused on developing and retaining teachers from 
the local community. GYO is often used to address teacher 
shortages and strengthen the teacher workforce; it relies on 
local community pathways and reciprocal relationships between 
institutions of higher education, community organizations, and 
local school districts.

Now more than ever, as federal priorities shift, states and 
local communities are being tasked with the responsibility 
of addressing teacher shortages and ensuring a high-quality 
teacher workforce that can sustain educational opportunities for 
all. We must understand the impacts of these programs to help 
strengthen teacher preparation, promote teacher retention and 
continue targeted investments in community teachers.

As of 2024, all 50 states and the District of Columbia had at 
least one GYO program.2 The number of states that provide 
funding for GYO program development and implementation has 
doubled since 2020, from 18 to 35, plus DC. In 2022, at least 900 
school districts were engaged in GYO.3 Historically, the federal 
government has also played a role in supporting GYO programs 
through competitive and discretionary grants from the US 
Department of Education.4

Despite increasing interest and investment in GYO programs, 
little is known about the extent to which these programs achieve 
their purposes; the features, participants, and conditions that 
are needed for them to be effective; the cost and return on 
investment; and unintended consequences. We developed 
this research agenda to identify key questions and data 
sources that can be used to uncover how GYO programs 
shape education, influence teacher outcomes, affect 
school and district performance, improve student 
outcomes, and impact the larger community. We recognize 
that different policymakers, researchers, and program designers 
will approach these questions from their own vantage points 
and interests. In developing this agenda, we offer central 
research questions around which the field can direct its efforts.
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What Are Grow Your Own Programs?
GYO programs are partnerships that recruit and support 
community members to become educators. The programs 
target many different populations and offer a variety of 
programming to meet community needs. Certain features   
of GYO programs contribute to their effectiveness:

•	 Strong partnerships across school districts,    
educator preparation programs (EPPs), and    
community organizations;

•	 Structured pathways to help participants earn 
teaching credentials and certification;

•	 Community-based recruitment to increase the 
retention of the teacher workforce;

•	 Preparation support to help participants complete 
their programs and earn teaching credentials;

•	 Financial support to increase access to teacher 
preparation programs;

•	 Wraparound supports through the recruitment, 
preparation, and induction years; and

•	 Paid work-based experience under the guidance      
of an effective mentor teacher

The Purposes of Grow Your Own Programs
Teachers are the most important within-school factor for 
student success.5 However, many students, especially those 
from rural areas, low-income families, multilingual students, 
and students of color, lack the same access to well-prepared and 
experienced teachers as their peers.6 In response to this issue, 
districts, states, and EPPs have increasingly invested in GYO 		
programs.

GYO programs recruit and support youth and adults, especially 
those who face financial and other barriers to earning a teaching 
degree, to become teachers in their own communities. These 
programs address teacher workforce challenges, and many 
seek to enhance the quality of teaching and learning, foster 
community engagement and empowerment, and promote equal 
educational opportunities.7

We outline four purposes of GYO programs below. It is critical 
to note that few of these purposes have a direct research base. 
In other words, most are assumptions based on anecdotal or 
inferred evidence.

1. Increase the Supply of New Teachers in 
Schools
The supply of teachers to work in U.S. public schools is 
threatened by lower levels of interest in education careers,8 
and high levels of teacher attrition within the first five years.9 
At the same time, the demographic composition of the teacher 
workforce is not keeping pace with demographic changes in the 
student population.10 GYO programs are thought to:

•	 Increase the supply of new teachers by recruiting 
community youth and adults into the teaching profession, 
drawing on untapped sources of talent.11

•	 Address teacher shortages by recruiting teachers locally 
who can be prepared to meet the needs of the community 
and the local labor market.12

•	 Improve representation in teaching by recruiting local 
teachers, who are more likely to share the demographic, 
socioeconomic, and experiential backgrounds of their 
students.

•	 Improve teacher retention by recruiting local teachers, 
who have higher retention rates than other novice 
teachers.13

2. Reimagine Teacher Preparation
To increase EPP enrollment, teacher retention, and overall 
interest in education as a career, programs must be relevant 
to the experiences of teachers and their students. The limited 
population of students in traditional EPPs reinforces their 
conceptual and geographic “distance” from communities with 
teacher shortages. GYO programs are thought to:

•	 Reduce barriers to entry to preparation programs and 
certification by creating new pathways to the profession, 
increasing access, and eliminating financial barriers and 
licensure constraints that deter individuals from becoming 
teachers.14

•	 Provide coherent clinical experiences by partnering 
with districts, offering programming to meet district needs, 
and aligning preparation with future job placements.15

•	 Tailor preparation to candidates’ academic and 
professional needs by including preparation designs 
with particular values16 and practices17 that deepen their 
knowledge and understanding as learners and educators.
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3. Improve Educational Opportunity and 
Student Success
Our education system is plagued with inequalities that 
contribute to disparate outcomes among different student 
groups. Many students attend inadequately resourced 
schools and lack access to teachers who represent their local	
community.18 GYO programs are thought to:

•	 Increase student access to teachers who share their 
backgrounds by recruiting and retaining local teachers 
who have similar characteristics and experiences.19

•	 Promote rigorous and relevant teaching by training 
teachers to adopt effective teaching methods to meet the 
varied needs of students.20

•	 Raise academic achievement, improve student 
engagement, and increase long-term success 
by having a stable, high-quality, and effective teacher 
workforce with high retention rates.

4. Support Community Development
Early GYO efforts were characterized by the desire to promote 
educational advancement and spur community development 
by providing pathways into teaching for community members.21 
Many contemporary GYO programs share a focus on building 
a strong teacher workforce that is reflective of the community 
and a commitment to strengthening educational opportunities 
and outcomes for the benefit of the entire community. GYO 
programs are thought to:

•	 Enhance community engagement and voice in 
schools because community members are embedded as 
educators, improving school-community relations and 
integrating community perspectives into educational 
environments.

•	 Improve community economic well-being by 
improving the economic well-being of the community 
members who become teachers; they gain a stable career 
with benefits and a moderate salary.

Our Call for Research

Research Questions
Our questions below reflect the need to understand the direct 
effects and influences of these programs on teachers, students, 
and communities by examining the extent to which GYO 
programs increase the number and representation of teachers, 
improve their preparation, improve educational opportunity and 
student success, and support community development. We also 
believe that it is important to understand the extent to which, and 
how, GYO programs transform current educational systems.

•	 How do GYO programs influence teacher supply, 
retention, representation, preparation, community 
development, student success, and educational 
opportunities and outcomes?

•	 How do GYO programs transform educator 
preparation programs, schools, districts, and 
communities?

At the same time, it is vital for us to expand the research 
literature by furthering our understanding of the experiences of 
program participants and partners.

•	 How do program participants and partners 
experience GYO programs, what challenges do they 
face, and what assets do they bring?

Finally, we need to understand how and why impacts and 
experiences may vary from program to program. There is a great 
deal of variation in GYO programs: They focus on different 
groups (e.g., high school students, paraeducators, or parents); 
they provide different kinds of supports (e.g., scholarships, 
wraparound supports, or academic supports); and they have 
different structures and partnerships.22 By examining different 
program types and their features, researchers can identify the 
conditions that make GYO initiatives successful. Understanding 
variation by student, teacher, and community characteristics can 
help GYO programs to meet the needs of all students.

How do impacts, experiences, and processes vary by 
GYO program features, implementation conditions, and 
participant characteristics?

Data Needed
To address these questions and understand the direct effects of 
GYO programs on teachers, students, and communities, we need 
reliable, identifiable, and longitudinal qualitative and quantitative 
data from a variety of sources. Prior research has been hampered 
by limited data sources, which typically reflect a brief window 
of time from individual participants in single GYO programs. 
To understand the influence and ability of GYO programs to 
transform educational systems, we need data which are:

•	 Identifiable. GYO participants and programs must be 
identifiable across all data sources so we can track their 
outcomes over time. We do not necessarily need personally 
identifiable information, but we do need to be able to 
distinguish GYO participants from nonparticipants, and 
to link participation to relevant demographic and personal 
characteristics as well as relevant outcomes, such as hiring 
and retention as an educator.
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• Comparative. To fully understand the impact of GYO 
programs, we need to examine the outcomes of both 
GYO participants and non-GYO participants. GYO and 
comparison group data must have the same demographic 
and outcome data so we can ensure a valid comparison.

• Longitudinal. Many of the benefits of GYO programs take 
years to emerge. We also need to understand how GYO 
effects, transformations, experiences, and program variation 
change over time. A single data point is instructive but does 
not tell us whether these impacts or transformations are 
temporary or reveal how participants’ experiences change 
over time. GYO is considered a long-term solution and we 
need longitudinal data—both qualitative and quantitative—
to measure this.

• Detailed. To understand how GYO program features, 
conditions, and participant characteristics are related 
to system transformations and participant experiences, 
we need to have details about the characteristics of GYO 
programs and the participants and communities they serve.

Our Call to Action
Enacting this research agenda will require a variety of key 
constituencies, all of which have a role to play in supporting 
the development and implementation of high-quality GYO 
programs (see Figure 1):

Conclusion
We believe in GYO as a strategy for strengthening and retaining 
a high-quality educator workforce. We need a strong evidence 
base to ensure that investments in GYO are sustained, to help 
guide program development and implementation, and to 
influence policy development. This research agenda can be used 
to better understand the impacts of GYO programs on students, 
teachers, and communities. For more detailed guidance on 
what we need to know and the data we need to answer these 
questions, please see the appendix.
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