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certificate, Entry I is titled "Writing: Thinking Through the Process." Here the candi­

date is to demonstrate how she uses writing to develop her students' thinking and 

writing skills. As evidence, she must submit two "prompts" (directions for student 

assignments), one related to a social studies-history lesson and one for fictional 

narrative writing: she must also submit examples of two students' responses to 

each prompt. The teacher may submit up to twenty pages of drafts per student. 

Finally, the teacher submits a twelve-page commentary in which she describes the 

progress that these two particular students are making, what she has done to 

encourage their progress, and what she would do differently. In her commentary, 

the teacher is supposed to address the standards for the MC/GEN certificate. 

In Entry 2 the "teacher shows his/her pedagogical expertise in science" by submitting 

lesson plans for a six-week science unit that incorporates "big ideas" and specific 

skills for students, and by submitting examples of two students' work. 16 The empha­

sis in both entries is on the teacher's pedagogical expertise, not her knowledge of 

the content area or the actual achievement of her pupils. The directions are clear: 

"the focus is on the [teacher's] practice, not on the level of student performance." 17 

Thus, teachers are encouraged not to include their top students. 

Portfolio Entries 3 and 4: Reflecting on Student Interaction 

For Entries 3 and 4 in all certificate fields, the teacher submits short videotapes 

(fifteen minutes long for Entry 3 and twenty minutes long for Entry 4) and accom­

panying commentaries to demonstrate how well she meets the stan­

dards. For the MC/GEN certificate, Entry 3 asks teachers to show 

how they "build community in their classrooms." 18 Teachers pose a to NBPTS, 

accomplished 

teachers are 

leaders within 

their profession 

and have strong 

ties to the 

families of 

topic to their students and then film small group discussions about it. 

For instance, in NBCT Margaret Johnson's class, two fourth-grade 

students were fighting, so Johnson quickly quelled the fight and formed 

small groups to discuss what the class could do in the future to prevent 

this from happening. Along with this videotape, the teacher submits an 

essay in which she reflects on how well the lesson helped the class 

build community. 

In Entry 4, the MC/GEN certificate candidate is asked to film her 

students' discussing a math lesson. Teachers should explain a math 

concept before the film starts rolling and then capture on videotape their students. 
twenty minutes of the youngsters discussing it with one another. For 

example, Matthews, a Maryland NBCT, had his third-grade students sit in a big circle 

on the floor working with manipulative units and meter sticks to figure out how to 

build a playground. In his commentary, he explained the ways in which the students 

were learning about measurement by discovering its applicability to a real-life situa­

tion. He explained that his pedagogical approach met MC/GEN's "Standard VI: 
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Meaningful Applications of Knowledge and Standard VII: Multiple Paths to 

Knowledge." 19 

Portfolio Entries 5 & 6: Documented Accomplishments within the 
Profession and with the Family 

According to NBPTS, accomplished teachers are leaders within their profession and 

have strong ties to the families of their students. Therefore, a teacher seeking certifi­

cation in any field needs to document a high level of involvement with her colleagues 

and her students' families. Entry 5 asks the teacher to keep a log of all 

her professional activity outside the classroom and to submit evidence 

that she has served in leadership positions. To ensure that teachers do 

not manufacture professional accomplishments, a colleague signs the 

candidate's statement, attesting to its veracity. 

For Entry 6, the teacher illustrates that she has a high level of contact 

with her students' families by keeping a log of all parental contact and 

submitting letters and summaries of events held for parents, also veri­

fied by a colleague. For example, Matthews submitted a summary of an 

All certificate 

fields require 

that a candidate 

respond to 

four open-ended 

questions. 

event he organized. To promote literacy, he invited students and their parents to 

come to school for a bedtime-story night. Parents and students, clad in pajamas, 

sprawled on the gym floor reading Under the Lemon Moon and other books. 

Kissing the Box Goodbye 

As the April deadline approaches, candidates frantically finish their entries. Procrasti­

nators are writing up their reflective commentaries just days before their deadline, 

calculating how late they can submit the "box" and still have it arrive on time. The 

chat room on the NBPTS Internet site is fraught with panic. Last minute questions 

light up the screen: "Is it acceptable to handwrite Description # and page #s on 

artifacts? PLEASE ANSWER SOON." "How should I best address the standards? 

Please, just give me a sample sentence. I'm begging!!!!" Another writes, "Help, my 

brain is fried!!" 20 Apparently submitting the box, which contains the applicants' two 

videotapes, student work, and numerous reflective essays, is an emotional moment: 

"I mailed my package this afternoon and I cried letting that box go. "21 Matthews 

recalls, "I took [the box] to the UPS and kissed it good-bye. I sent my life for the 

last year to Texas." 

Assessment Center: 4 Separate Scores 

With the portfolio entries submitted, the applicants now have a couple of months to 

prepare for their day in the assessment center. Sometime in the summer, the candi­

date heads to a local Sylvan Technology Center to undergo the second portion of 

the application process. All certificate fields require that a candidate respond to four 

open-ended questions. The purpose is to test the teacher's pedagogical content 
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knowledge and her ability to make quick judgments about a student's performance as 

well as to verify the accuracy of the teacher's portfolio assessments. 

NBPTS gives guidance about what questions to expect. Questions may be "based 

on stimulus materials that are mailed out well in advance of the assessment center 

date. "22 Until 1999, candidates could bring materials with them to the assessment 

center so long as they left them with Sylvan staff. Now they may only bring hand­

written notes, although it appears the Board is yielding to candidates' requests to 

bring typed notes. (Last year, one of the prompts for the MC/GEN was to design a 

sixth-grade health curriculum. Since NBPTS had informed candidates of the question 

ahead of time, savvy candidates brought entire health curriculum guides to use during 

the exam.) 

Once the arduous summer day at the assessment center is over, the candidate awaits 

a decision from NBPTS, which will be issued in November. 

How Entries are Scored 

To evaluate the portfolios, the Board hires "assessors"-current classroom teachers 

with at least three years of experience-who assess certificate areas in which they 

are certified themselves. For example, someone who is state-certified in Early 

"The history of 

the National 

Board was that 

it was run by 

good teachers 

who believed in 

constructivist 

practice-that 

we create our 

own meaning. 11 

Childhood Educalion would score candidates applying for board 

certification as Early Childhood/Generalist. If a teacher is interested 

in earning $I 00 per day for summer employment as an assessor and 

meets these criteria, she is virtually guaranteed an invitation to the 

summer scoring sessions, which are held in six different places around 

the country. Each session lasts three to four weeks with five days of 

training at the beginning. The first four days of training are devoted 

to anti-bias training (to prevent an assessor from scoring a candidate 

down for inappropriate factors) and preparation in the scoring 

method. One day is reserved for mock scoring to make sure the 

assessor's ratings are "on target" before she proceeds to "live scoring," 

i.e., judging actual candidates' portfolios. 

After spending four days uncovering their biases and deconstructing 

their concepts of good teaching, as well as learning the ins and outs 

of NBPTS scoring rubrics, assessors are assigned to a room where they will score 

just one type of entry in one certificate area. For example, the assessor scoring for 

the Middle Childhood/Generalist certificate will be assigned to a single category, such 

as Entry 3. 

Each year Lhe scoring system and assessor training have altered somewhat as 

researchers for the Board have sought to improve inter-rater reliability, that is, the 

consistency of scores that different assessors assign. An NBPTS staff member at the 

February 1999 Scoring Institute explained one difficulty with the scoring process like 
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this: "The history of the National Board was that it was run by good 

teachers who believed in constructivist practice-that we create our 

own meaning. Initially, training [for the assessors] was a discovery 

learning center. Everything was up for grabs; it was chaos." Therefore, 

NBPTS staff regrouped and decided to train assessors about "one right 

way" to score candidates, while insisting that. "there is not one right 

answer for the candidate." 

The one right way to score led to development of a scoring system 

that uses rubrics, guiding questions, and scoring paths (a list of instruc­

tions about how to score). Scores range from I to 4, with 3 or 4 con­

sidered a "pass." The scoring rubrics are dense paragraphs that explain 

what each numerical score indicates. During the Scoring Institute semi­

nar, leaders asked attendees to identify "buzz phrases" from these 

paragraphs. For example, the level 4 performance provides "clear, con-
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explain the 

Board's high 

costs. 

sistent and convincing evidence" that the teachers further the students' learning and 

the teachers use "rich and varied assignments" and are able to reflect on their past 

teaching. 23 Level 3 performance, by contrast, provides only "clear evidence" and 

"varied assignments. u24 

Once the assessors have become comfortable with the rubrics, they are given cases 

on which to practice scoring. The training staff gives them cases that the Board has 

judged "dead-on" 3s and 4s to determine how well an individual assessor can identify 

the more obvious cases. Next, assessors are given less obvious cases but ones that 

are supposed to come within 1.25 points of the score the Board has determined. To 

ensure that assessors are grading correctly, National Board uses its version of quality 

control called "read behind," a procedure in which trainers-advanced assessors­

pull cases at random and score them to see if their scores agree with the assessors. 

Trainers also "read behind" assessors whose scores are not yet "on target" despite all 

the training, and those who consistently score low or high. 

In live scoring, two assessors grade each entry to ensure that the scores are fair. If 

their ratings deviate by more than 1.25 points, then the trainer reads the case and 

scores it. The scores are then reported through "automatic adjudication." By this 

policy, if the three scores are within two points on the scale, they're averaged, with 

the trainer's score counting twice. If the three scores do not fall within two points, 

the trainer's score prevails. Considering that ten entries (the six portfolios and four 

assessment center exercises) are appraised in this way, each candidate will have 

twenty people-or more-reviewing and assessing her application. This helps to 

explain the Board's high costs. 

Who Passes? 

In November, NBPTS votes on and then announces the candidates who have met its 

standards. To date, according to Valerie French, the head of scoring and assessment 
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for the Board, about 45 to 50 percent of all candidates, across the years and the 

certificate areas, have achieved certification. 

French declined to provide more specific numbers. At the Scoring Institute, she 

deflected this question and instead highlighted the Board's new policy for people 

who fail to certify. In years past, those who wanted to try again had to pay the 

$2,000 application fee a second time and redo all ten entries. The Board now 

allows the candidates to "bank" their scores for three years and redo certain entries 

(or retake certain assessment center tests) for $275 each. 

The banking policy, initiated in 1996-97, has been popular. According to French, half 

of those who do not achieve certification in the first attempt will later pass. Thus, 75 

percent of all applicants could potentially achieve certification. The Board also has an 

appeals process, but few people use it now that they can avail themselves of the 

banking process. 

For those who achieve certification, numerous opportunities and rewards await. 

Thirteen states have passed legislation to award salary bonuses to NBCTs. North 

Carolina offers a 12 percent annual salary increase for the life of the certificate. (One 

presumes that means for as long as a teacher is in the classroom since the certificate 

is good for ten years and renewable upon expiration.) Some districts have established 

their own salary incentives for NBCTs. National Board certification in some states 

allows teachers to waive other requirements for relicensing. For example, in Florida, 

an NBCT need not take continuing education courses; she can merely present her 

National Board certificate in order to recertify in the state. 

NBCTs report that other opportunities are given to them because of their new 

status. These include teaching at the college level, testifying before state legislatures, 

and mentoring new teachers. A handful of NBCTs collaborated with A&E cable net­

work to produce six episodes of "Biography." Clearly, NBPTS certification is a boon 

to an individual who receives it. The question that remains is whether such certifica­

tion is a true boon for U.S. teacher quality, student progress, and the public at large. 

Scoring the National Board 

The National Board has indisputably established itself as a powerful voice in the 

debate about teacher quality. Its claims, if true, would certainly warrant considerable 

influence. It purports to offer definitive standards for good teaching in nearly every 

field. Moreover, the Board claims it is able to identify teachers who are highly accom­

plished. That would be no minor achievement. How real is it? 

For an organization dedicated to evaluation, the National Board has been surprisingly 

free from rigorous evaluations of its own activities and processes. Yet a number of 

issues deserve close scrutiny: the quality of the Board's standards, the validity of its 

scoring system, the rationale for federal funding, the objectivity of research on the 
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Board's effectiveness, the Board's ties to the teacher unions, and its connections with 

state policymakers and teacher-training institutions. 

I. Standards 

Research or Blind Faith? 

The National Board has taken on the daunting task of promulgating definitive stan­

dards for accomplished teaching in thirty-three different certificate areas. Defining 

standards in education has been notoriously contentious. Witness the uproar in 

California that followed implementation of the National Council of Teachers of 

Mathematics standards. Chuck Cascio, NBPTS Vice President for Certification, 

Standards and Professional Development is confident that the Board's 

standards have received the highest levels of scrutiny and represent a 

professional consensus. This confidence, however, appears to stem 

primarily from his trust in the people who make up the standards 

committees. Cascio noted that all of these committees have leading 

researchers-university professors well known in their fields (most 

often in teacher education)-as well as successful teachers. Although 

the standards committees do not themselves prepare any research to 

back up the assumptions embedded in their standards, Cascio argues 

that the professors on the committee use their knowledge of their field 

to guide the standard-setting process. Furthermore, Cascio said that, 

while the committees' standards are not based on empirical research, 

they are based on the "experiential research" of the teachers who 

serve on the committee. He is referring to teachers' personal knowl­

edge of what works well in their classrooms. 

Sharon Fieman-Nemser, Professor of Early Childhood Education at 

Michigan State University and a member of the Middle Childhood/ 
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Generalist standards committee, confirmed Cascio's description of how the standards 

are determined. When asked if the committee sought to research whether or not 

its standards correlate with student academic progress, Fieman-Nemser explained 

that they "did not have the time to do so and this was also not the committee's 

priority." Rather, "people told good stories about teaching. We listened to each 

other." The committee's top priority was on generating standards that "speak to 

highly accomplished teachers" and that related to what "teachers practice, talk 

about, and experience." 

Basing standards on teachers' personal opinions of what is good practice rather than 

academic research seems problematic. In defining these standards, the committees 

and, in turn, the NBPTS itself, have supplied no evidence that they correlate with 

student learning. Furthermore, it is likely that the way in which the standard-setters 

are selected will lead to a predictable set of criteria. The board of directors selects 
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the committee members, resulting in an incestuous process involving like-minded 

persons. Instead of looking at the research base of what underlies good teaching, the 

committee members work mostly from their gut feelings, and when there is a vacan­

cy someone else with similar gut feelings is most apt to be chosen. 

Content or Pedagogy? 

NBPTS materials and representatives emphasize how unique the Board is because 

it stresses rewarding teachers for their practice. Hence, pedagogical knowledge is 

emphasized as the most important quality that a teacher possesses. Although French, 

Vice President for Assessment Development, insists that a balance is sought between 

a teacher's subject knowledge and pedagogical knowledge, the Board's actual stan­

dards suggest otherwise. For example, the Middle Childhood/Generalist (MC/GEN) 

certificate has eleven standards, only one of which focuses on content: Standard II: 

Knowledge of Content and Curriculum. 25 And, even this standard is obscured by 

pedagogy, making it difficult to discern just what is the level of content knowledge a 

highly accomplished teacher would need to possess-or how this would be demon­

strated. "Having a firm foundation of the conceptual and procedural knowledge in 

the subjects that comprise the curriculum ... is essential," reads Standard II in the 

NBPTS MC/GEN document. Yet, after a cursory mention of the significance of sub­

ject knowledge, specifics vanish and the preponderance of the forty-four-page docu­

ment is focused on pedagogical knowledge. 

In the MC/GEN standards document under the topic of science, candidates are 

told that accomplished teachers should "draw on their knowledge of fundamental 

ideas and concepts in earth and space science, the life sciences and the physical 

sciences. "26 But the document goes no deeper than this peripheral comment about 

teachers' content knowledge. Instead, it emphasizes the way a teacher teaches. 

Here, NBPTS has a particular type of teaching in mind. Some examples help illumi­

nate this: 

• Teachers further personalize science through "hands-on" activities and 

independent study of important issues and themes. This student-centered 

learning approach helps students develop a stronger understanding of the 

concepts and processes taught. 

• Exemplary teachers humanize the study of science" by telling stories about 

scientists and "their doubts and struggles in coming to understand an area of 

science. 27 

Whether or not these methods are essential is debatable. Humanizing science may 

work to interest some students. However, is doing so really an indicator of an 

"exemplary teacher?" What about the importance of the teacher having demonstrat­

ed mastery of the scientific disciplines? 
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This tendency to de-emphasize content knowledge is not confined to the MC/GEN 

certificate. The Adolescence and Young Adulthood/Social Studies-History certificate 

again devotes only one of its twelve standards to teachers' knowledge of subject mat­

ter. Although this document devotes more space than most to content (for example, 

by identifying precise historical periods a teacher should know) the majority of the 

document concerns itself with how teachers conduct themselves. For example: 

• They frequently arrange students in heterogeneous small groups to bring pupils 

from different backgrounds into contact with one another.28 

• They, also, engage their students in assessing the work of their peers, which 

can provide them with fresh perspectives.29 

Not only are the standards promoting questionable pedagogical approaches, they 

often deteriorate into vague language such as the following: 

• They [accomplished teachers] are aware that there are better and worse ways 

to offer encouragement and constructive criticism. 30 

The Adolescence and Young Adulthood/Mathematics standards document devotes 

one of eleven standards to teacher content knowledge. Standard 111: Knowledge of 

Mathematics advises that teachers "have a broad and deep knowledge 

of the concepts, principles, techniques and reasoning methods of 

mathematics. "31 Yet, a close reading of the standards show them 

to be vague about mathematics itself, describing it as a '"science of 

patterns,' [dealing] with a wide range of patterns from all aspects of 

scientific. technical and practical work. "32 

Lawrence Braden and Ralph Raimi, two math experts who completed 

a comprehensive study of state math standards in March 1998, exam­

ined the NBPTS Adolescence and Young Adulthood/Mathematics 

standards and concluded that they do not place enough emphasis 

on proven methods for teaching mathematics. Braden commented, 

"Words such as 'proof,' 'lecture,' 'hard work,' 'drill,' 'mastery of mater­

ial' are not mentioned at all or they are denigrated. "33 Raimi noted 

various content oversights, such as long division- which he describes 

as the "capstone to decimal notation"- and a lack of specificity when 

it comes to geometry and algebra. Both Braden and Raimi remarked 

that they were surprised at how much attention the standards devote 
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to the ways in which teachers should interact with students and even to matters such 

as exhorting teachers to include different cultural approaches to mathematics. 

The Board has clearly prioritized a particular teaching style-one that is inclusive and 

learner-centered-at the expense of a rigorous assessment of teachers' substantive 

expertise in their subject field. A teacher with little knowledge of her field might then 

have sufficient insight into children's psychology, sufficient classroom presence, and 
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sufficient deference to multicultural ideology to score a high average grade and 

become certified as a superior teacher. 

This lack of emphasis on content knowledge among master teachers is alarming in 

an age when we cannot assume that teachers have studied their subjects in depth. 

Much academic research has shown the importance of teachers' content knowledge. 

Economists Dan Goldhaber and Dominic Brewer found this especially true in math 

and science: pupils of teachers with a B.A. in math or science (not 

math education or science education) performed significantly better 

never addresses 

whether or not 

academically in these subjects.34 Teachers' troubling lack of content 

knowledge also surfaced in a recent federal study that found only 38 

percent of public schools teachers have a degree in any academic 

subject; the rest majored in some branch of education. 35 "You can't 

teach what you don't know," Michael Poliakoff, Pennsylvania's Deputy 

Secretary of Education, says, quoting a summary of the problem 

offered by the Education Trust's Kati Haycock. 

its knowledge 

base is well 

supported by 

rigorous research. 
Since the Board does not ask candidates to demonstrate their content 

knowledge as a prerequisite, it seems important that the Board insists 

that they demonstrate it through a rigorous examination. Yet, as we will see, knowl­

edge of academic content is also de-emphasized in the assessment process itself. 

The Board's Pedagogical Assumptions 

NBPTS certification rests on the assumption that teaching is a complex ad that 

requires specialized knowledge about pedagogy. Because the Board believes in the 

preeminent importance of this special knowledge, it is not surprising that the Board 

emphasizes pedagogical knowledge in its standards and assessment portfolios. In 

its policy statement, "What Teachers Should Know and Be Able To Do," NBPTS 

declared, "[teachers'] choices are anchored in their own experience and in the 

settled ground of the knowledge base that defines both efficacious and flawed prac­

tice. "36 NBPTS points to mastery of this "knowledge base" as evidence that a teacher 

is a true professional: "Chief among the [attributes characterizing professions] are a 

body of specialized, expert knowledge together with a code of ethics emphasizing 

service to clients," according to an NBPTS policy statement.37 

The National Board, through its standards and assessments, is a powerful vehicle for 

promoting this knowledge base. Linda Darling-Hammond, Stanford education profes­

sor and strong proponent of NBPTS, points to the example of medicine to support 

the Board's approach: 

The way in which medicine, for example, ensures that new research knowl­

edge actually gets used is by including it on medical licensing examinations and 

specialty board examinations and in accreditation guidelines to which profes­

sional schools and hospitals must respond. In education, however, teachers 
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examinations have reflected little of what might be called a knowledge base for 

teaching. 38 

National Board standards and assessments aim to change this trend in education. 

Although Darling-Hammond suggests parallels between NBPTS's ability to dissemi­

nate new research and that of medical specialty boards, the analogy falters when one 

compares the research backing medical board certification and the meager research 

guiding NBPTS assessment. 

The Board never addresses whether or not its knowledge base is well supported by 

rigorous research. Indeed, Bonnie Grossen, University of Oregon research professor, 

notes, "Teaching procedures are often widely disseminated without any evidence that 

they work ... 39 Other professions, continues Grossen, use the scientific method to 

"ensure to some extent that the procedures shared across the profes-

sion actually work to increase the success of all members of the pro­

fession. "40 Most research into professional practices, such as medical 

treatments, goes through three stages: (I) generate a new hypothesis 

about a treatment or therapy based on informal observations; (2) test 

the hypothesis by formally trying to disprove it, and (3), when the 

hypothesis holds, replicate the experiment in a large scale study, com­

plete with random assignment and a control group. In education, on 

the other hand, new procedures are widely shared across the profes­

sion with only Level I support. Someone generates a theory about a 

new instructional strategy that might (or might not) be better than an 

old one and then finds, as Grossen suggests, "access to a powerful 

means for dissemination, and that procedure quickly becomes a fad 

widely disseminated without any further testing of the hypothesis. "41 

Grossen's critique seems to describe accurately the way in which the 

National Board developed its standards and the pedagogical style that 

it advances. The standards committees generated theories about what 
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constitutes good teaching and then disseminated them with no rigorous evaluation 

of their efficacy. A closer look at the Board's standards and assessment methods also 

reveals that they are highly supportive of constructivist pedagogy, a theory that 

assumes only "constructed knowledge-knowledge which one finds out for one's 

self-is truly integrated and understood."42 Despite a lack of research to support this 

approach to appraising teacher effectiveness, NBPTS encourages it.43 This is apt to 

pose a dilemma for states that have worked hard to overturn constructivist methods 

and return the focus to content knowledge, as California recently did in reading and 

math. Such a state may find itself in a strange contradiction, stressing content in its 

standards for children while supporting an organization that ordains master teachers 

by de-emphasizing the very same thing. 

The Board encourages teachers to provide "multiple paths to knowledge" in ways 

redolent of Howard Gardner's multiple intelligence (M.I.) theory. Without citing 
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Gardner by name, the various standards allude to his theory by suggesting that teach­

ers give students "multiple opportunities to express their understanding and succeed, 

by raising their level of self-confidence, and by deepening their grasp of topics and 

skills studied. "44 While the standards do not explicitly identify Gardner's theory, dis­

cussion at the Scoring Institute made clear that teachers generally perceive the Board 

as endorsing it. Praise for stressing multiple intelligence theory went unchecked by 

Board staff leading the Institute. 

It may be well and good for a teacher to demonstrate a concept to her pupils in 

several different ways. perhaps reading about it, graphing it, and creating a timeline 

As a matter of 
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examine teachers 
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measures. 

about it. Yet too much emphasis on creating multiple paths may pre­

vent a teacher from ensuring that her students have mastered enough 

of the basic content itself. Journalist James Traub comments in an article 

about multiple intelligence theory that "most people who study intelli­

gence view M.I. theory as rhetoric rather than science."45 Steven Ceci, 

a developmental psychologist at Cornell, explains that Gardner's view 

"provides no hard evidence-test results, for example-that his col­

leagues could evaluate. "46 At this point, M. I. remains a theory that is 

widely accepted among educators despite the paucity of serious scien­

tific research to substantiate it. This theory doubtless remains popular 

because it allows teachers to be more egalitarian in praising their students for their 

intelligence(s). (''.Academic intelligence is no more valid than kinesthetic intelligence.") 

It is unfortunate that NBPTS has embraced yet another education strategy that, while 

popular, bears no demonstrated connection to improved pupil performance. 

Although Cascio insists that "there is nothing in the standards report that says 

[NBPTS] advances one particular pedagogy," a close examination of the standards 

and the types of activities teachers have to perform indicates otherwise. The prob­

lems outlined above suggest that the Board's professional teaching standards are, at 

bottom. unconnected to hard evidence that they correlate with successful teaching. 

The Board's enchantment with today's regnant educational orthodoxies has left it 

with vague, therapeutic standards and a subjective assessment process that do not 

inspire confidence in its imprimatur. 

II. Scoring Process 

Similar problems affect the scoring process. Although NBPTS has invested much time 

and money in developing a scoring system that it says is fair and accurate, questions 

of validity and reliability still bedevil that system. 

Content 

Just as content knowledge ranks low in the Board's standards, it also draws little 

emphasis in the assessment exercises. As a matter of principle, the Board does not 

examine teachers with objective measures. Valerie French explained that "[w]e all 
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know tests don't and can't measure teacher pedagogical knowledge." She also said 

that objective tests can only measure breadth of knowledge, not its depth-a state­

ment that can be applied to some objective tests, but not all. Instead, assessors are 

asked to evaluate a teacher's content knowledge by closely reading her reflective 

commentaries. However, candidates select what they submit and the proliferation 

of support groups for Board candidates and Internet discussion groups devoted to 

assessing the Board's tests diminish the likelihood that the portfolios represent only 

the candidate's work. Thus, there is no guarantee that what the Board sees is truly 

reflective of the candidate's ability and knowledge. As more candidates apply for 

certification, the possibility of cheating also increases. 

The Board's disinterest in teachers' content knowledge signals to the profession that 

there is no need to stress content knowledge for pupils either. At the Scoring 

Institute in D.C., two fourth-grade teachers' portfolios for the writing assignment 

were shared to demonstrate what should be considered passing scores of 3 and 4. 

In the example that represented a 3, the teacher did not give her stu-

dents grades: instead she gave them comments on their final drafts. In 

the example that earned a 4, the teacher invited the students to assign 

themselves grades. As the teacher explained in her commentary, in the 

name of self-esteem building, she consented to give "Ben" the A he 

claimed to deserve despite numerous spelling errors and unanswered 

questions posed by the teacher. Is this the best way to teach kids how 

to write, or to know whether they are learning Standard English? Yet 

The possibility 

of cheating 

may also pose 

a problem. 

Board staff lauded these examples because the teachers relied on peer editing and 

student self-discovery. We may well wonder just what the student discovered. We 

may also wonder how assessors can judge a teacher's own content knowledge from 

these submissions. The only criterion that the Board appears to be evaluating is how 

well a teacher can justify why she did something. Identifying someone as being good 

at justifying her actions is not the same as identifying someone as being an effective 

teacher. The Board seems to have confused the two. 

The Board points to the assessment center exercises as the chief opportunity to test 

teachers directly on their content knowledge. Yet these exercises are uneven. For 

example, the exercises for the Middle Childhood/Generalist (MC/GEN) certificate 

never directly test the candidate on content knowledge. Instead, the four questions 

ask teachers to plan lessons in light of particular goals and assumptions or to diagnose 

the status of student learning. Moreover, the questions-or topics very close to the 

actual questions-are sent ahead of time, so teachers can prepare responses. One 

MC/GEN certified teacher reassured candidates on the NBPTS website, "Don't 

sweat the Assessment Center! The exercises are practically given to you this year. "47 

On the other hand, the assessment center exercises for the Adolescence and Young 

Adulthood/Science (AYNScience) certificate directly question the candidate on her 

knowledge of science. Diane Walker, a Florida teacher certified in AYNScience, relat­

ed that she answered four tough questions just about science: two very specific ques-
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tions about biological systems, one about chemistry, and one about ecology. Valerie 

French of NBPTS explained that some fields lend themselves to more content-based 

questions. The danger in accepting that assumption is that assessment 

Although the 

Board claims 

not to favor any 

one particular 

pedagogy, the 

portfolio entries 

suggest otherwise. 

exercises for other fields will be less challenging, at least in terms of 

their content knowledge. 

The possibility of cheating may also pose a problem. Just as teachers 

can easily share portfolio entries with one another, the availability 

of multiple test dates for the assessment centers makes sharing the 

questions with other candidates a real possibility. In early 1999, a naive 

candidate posted this question on the NBPTS website: "Has anyone 

taken the assessment center exercises yet for early childhood? If you 

have are you able to tell others what strand of math the question is 

about?"48 Though this person was quickly chastised by other Board 

candidates, we can have little confidence that discussions about the assessment cen­

ter exercises don't occur. Rather, it happens in a more discreet fashion. At this point, 

the Board offers the same assessment center questions for each test date, despite 

this very real possibility of cheating-surely a practice that calls into question the 

validity of the assessment process. 

Subjective Assessments 

The constructivist pedagogy that permeates the standards is reinforced in the portfo­

lio entries and assessment center exercises. Although the Board claims not to favor 

any one particular pedagogy, the portfolio entries suggest otherwise. 

NBPTS boasts that the objectivity of its assessment process is guaranteed by its anti­

bias training. At the February Scoring Institute, attendees had a taste of the anti-bias 

exercises. During the two days, everyone participates in four anti-bias activities, 

although real assessors "go much more deeply" into their personal biases, according 

to NBPTS staff. Scoring Institute staff admonish the roomful of educators to "accept 

as a presumption that we all have biases." The lnstitute's leader instructed the group 

to examine their personal concepts of "competence and incompetence." After shar­

ing with one another their disdain for teachers who "line their students up in rows" 

or who "believe in only one right answer," attendees were advised to purge them­

selves of these personal biases. Three other exercises are meant to help attendees 

see how well trained assessors are to suppress any "personal biases" during the 

scoring process. From these exercises, assessors develop a list of "personal biases" 

that they keep on hand while assessing. For example, one person acknowledged a 

bias against "U.S.-centrism," so this might become part of her very own "hit list." 

Assessors read these lists before scoring each entry, in the hopes that they will 

remind themselves of the evil of condemning a teacher for being a "U. S. centrist," 

for example. 
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The two panelists leading the Scoring Institute frequently reminded the 

group to avoid condemning a teacher for "one fatal flaw: misinforma­

tion." Apparently, if someone makes a content error, assessors are 

asked to overlook it lest they-amazingly-be biased against error 

itself. When probed on this point, Thompson, the ETS consultant, 

replied: "If the entire lesson is blatantly wrong, we would count that 

against the person, but errors about people's names, dates, formulas, 

or writing shouldn't count against the person." A few of the teachers 

attending the Institute worried that the National Board would favor 

teachers who are good writers, which, in their opinion might rule out 

good teachers who write poorly. A teacher from Los Angeles asked, 

"What about a candidate whose writing is all over the map-the 

It is curious that 

an organization 

dedicated to 

highly accom­

plished teaching 

would set such 

low standards for 

teacher literacy. 

prompt is so full of errors that you have to wonder what kind of teacher is this?" In 

response, Board-certified art teacher Karen Price, who has a year-long fellowship at 

ETS to help lead these scoring sessions, responded, "Well, the writing is not count­

ed. We're just looking for substance. For teachers, writing is just not their strength." 

It is curious that an organization dedicated to highly accomplished teaching would 

set such low standards for teacher literacy. Is the Board suggesting that the public 

should simply accept that writing is not a teacher's strong point-even an English 

teacher's-and ignore quality (or the absence thereof) in this area? It seems the 

National Board would be in an ideal position to raise the bar and challenge teachers 

to improve their writing rather than stipulate that teachers are not writers. De­

emphasizing writing ability and downplaying content errors seem to run counter 

to the Board's claim that it has identified teachers who are truly superior. 

As would be expected, the portfolio entries submitted by teachers parallel the stan­

dards, and their reliance on a constructivist philosophy does, too. Indeed, the entries 

are structured in such a way as to favor the constructivist. A candidate is rewarded 

for having her students work in groups and avoiding a teacher-centered classroom. 

The teacher who would like to demonstrate her students' knowledge through recita­

tions of Homer or by completing geometric proofs on the chalkboard is deterred 

from this approach. For all the Board's emphasis on anti-bias training, its constructivist 

bias is firmly entrenched-yet to be deconstructed or even acknowledged. 

Time and Money 

The National Board favors teachers who have the personal and professional means 

to prepare its time-consuming portfolios. Candidates agree that applying for certifica­

tion requires a substantial time commitment. They say they spend 200 to 800 hours 

completing the six portfolios. One candidate said she felt as if she had two full time 

jobs-full time teacher and full time candidate She would wake daily at 5:00 a.m. in 

order to work on her commentaries before school and then work each night as well. 
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Because the videotaped exercises are supposed to be unedited, fifteen- and twenty­

minute-long pieces, these might appear to be rather simple exercises to prepare. 

Yet discussions with NBCTs make clear that this is an arduous and sometimes costly 

practice. Marnie Thompson, a Scoring Institute panelist, noted that teachers generally 

have five or six opportunities to film themselves before selecting fifteen consecutive 

minutes of tape. But what if one's school doesn't have video equipment or the 

equipment is faulty? Margaret Johnson's response was to purchase her own video 

camera for $I 000. Having not achieved certification with her first attempt. she 

learned on the second try that her videotaping needed to improve. Her husband 

took off from work-fortunately, he runs his own business-to tape her class. Finally. 

she had nine hours of tape from which to choose her fifteen- and twenty-minute 

segments. 

Learning the ins and outs of videotaping. Johnson concluded, "is something I do not 

need to know how to do to be a good teacher." Moreover. she noted, there is "not 

''Applying to be 

recognized as 

an accomplished 

teacher was 

undermining 

my teaching 

practice this 

year." 

support in the school systems for these kinds of resources." Matthews 

also used a personal camera, filming his class for two weeks to get the 

kids accustomed to it. Realizing that the sound didn't work well, he 

requested help from the district's communications program. Matthews 

led the class with a cordless mike while a professional cameraman 

filmed the proceedings of the class. Of course, as Matthews noted. 

not every district has these sorts of resources. 

Despite complaints from candidates, the Board maintains that these 

performance-based standards-especially the videotaped entries-are 

the only way that the Board can see the candidates in action. Though 

these exercises may be time-consuming and costly. Thompson noted 

that, short of having assessors entering candidates' classrooms, this is 

the best method for evaluating the teachers' practice. 

Yet Roger Marshall, a 1999 candidate, detected a paradox in the process. Having 

invested over 300 hours preparing his portfolio and $2,600 of his own money (he'll 

be partly reimbursed by the local teachers' union), he realized late in the process that 

he was shortchanging his students. '/\pplying to be recognized as an accomplished 

teacher was undermining my teaching practice this year." This paradox was especially 

painful for Marshall because seventeen of his twenty-five students are bilingual and 

five have special needs. NBPTS would like board certification to be an option that is 

equally available to all teachers, but realistically the time commitment and out-of­

pocket expenses put it out of the reach of many potential candidates. Marshall's 

example indicates that the burdensome certification process can actually diminish a 

teacher's performance. 
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Peer Review 

NBPTS operates on the assumption that the mark of true professionalism is peer 

review. Peer review, the process by which educators judge one another, is also 

characteristic of the "new unionism" that Bob Chase and the NEA promote. 49 The 

National Board's dedication to hiring teachers as assessors is emblematic of this new 

view. It assumes that no other group, such as principals or local administrators, can 

gauge successful teaching. It further assumes that good teachers cannot be identified 

by charting their students' academic progress over time. There is the assumption that 

only teachers are skillful at identifying highly accomplished teachers, despite little or 

no real evidence that they are better than any other group at evaluating teachers. 

Banking Policy 

As of 1996-97, candidates who failed could bank their scores and retake exercises 

as needed. The portfolio entries would be the same-of course, the class of students 

would not be-but the assessment center exercises would be different. This policy 

has interesting implications. Half of those who bank their scores achieve certification 

over the three years they have to try. making the overall success rate for Board 

certification potentially as high as 75 percent. A banking policy may invite manipula­

tion. Candidates can now choose not to complete some entries and wait until the 

following year to submit them, or choose to focus their attention on only a few of 

the entries and turn in poor examples for others. knowing they can try again the 

following year. 

Ill. Government Entanglements 

To date, the federal government has appropriated over $70 million to the Board. 

According to Sally Mernissi, NBPTS Vice President for Governmental Affairs, the 

Board expects to be self-sustaining by 200 I through reliance on application fees. so 
It should be noted, however, that the Board made a similar claim 

when it received its first federal appropriation ten years ago. 51 

The Board's tendency to prolong its dependency on the federal 

government raises the question of whether and on what conditions 

Washington should support this endeavor. NBPTS initially justified 

federal funding as an important subsidy to help it conduct research 

and develop its certificates before it had any cash flow or applicants. 

It's interesting to note. however. that no other professional organiza­

tion, such as medical specialty boards, have needed federal dollars to 

The Board has 

not kept its 

promise to seek 

rigorous, outside 

reviews of its 

performance. 

launch their organizations. After ten years of funding, Congress may fairly ask 

whether the NBPTS process supports larger national goals for teacher quality and 

whether it actually does what it promises: identify highly accomplished teachers. 
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When the Board first received federal dollars, it created a unique relationship where­

by it would get funding from the U.S. Department of Education but the Department 

would exercise no oversight authority. The Board claimed that it needed its autono­

my in order to avoid being politically influenced. Still, the Board pledged "to submit 

reports to Congress every year, have its accounts audited, and have its spending of 

federal funds audited by the General Accounting Office. "52 Ten years later, the Board 

has not kept its promise to seek rigorous, outside reviews of its performance. The 

GAO has never audited the Board. In truth, the Secretary of Education acts merely 

as a cashier. He has no authority to hold NBPTS accountable for the wisdom and 

effectiveness of its practices. 

At the state level, embracing the Board allows policymakers to sidestep the sticky 

issue of merit pay while appeasing voters and teachers with some type of differen­

tiated pay for good teachers. When these salary incentives are reserved for Board­

certified teachers, NBPTS wields a monopoly on determining who is a good teacher. 

Is this good public policy? What about the teacher who does not want to take time 

away from her students to go through the time-consuming certification process, but 

is nonetheless a great teacher as demonstrated by her pupils' high levels of learning 

year in and year out? She may get words of thanks from some students and parents, 

but she will not see additional compensation. 

Although its monopoly status is undeniably a boon for the Board, it also poses a 

problem. As the Board gains more exposure and financial support in the states, the 

number of applicants will dramatically increase; witness I 999's bumper crop of more 
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than 7.700 applicants. Up to this point, Board-certified teachers may 

have been good teachers, but that could easily be due to self-selection. 

The quality of the assessment system will come under greater scrutiny 

for its consistency in identifying accomplished teachers as the number 

of candidates soar. Writing in Education Week, economists Michael 

Podgursky and Dale Ballou point out that "if the cost of applying is 

low and there is a modest probability of success, many less-than-out­

standing teachers are going to seek out national board certification."53 

The process is "apt to become routinized and standardized."54 They 

then asked, "How well will the board discriminate when thousands of 

applicants seek certification through a bureaucratized system? No one 

knows ... 55 Cheri Yecke, Virginia's Deputy Secretary of Education, raises another 

question: How will states provide salary incentives once the number of board­

certified teachers expands? It's a financial time-bomb.56 

When Virginia was considering granting salary bonuses to NBCTs, Yecke conducted 

a longitudinal fiscal impact study for the state. She discovered that, when states offer 

National Board salary bonuses, the numbers of NBPTS applicants increases dramati­

cally. In Florida, the growth rate was over 1,000 percent and in Mississippi it was 

over 800 percent. Using these growth models, Yecke determined that Virginia, which 
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has only twenty-eight NBCTs now, could have between 800-10,000 NBCTs by 

2003-04, costing the state anywhere from $3 million to $33 million under proposed 

legislation for salary bonuses. Yecke, knowing the legislature's hesitancy to fund 

bonuses up to this level, informed legislators that it is unfair "to dangle this carrot in 

front of teachers when there is no guarantee it will be funded in the future." Yecke 

also notes that board certification focuses on input measures that are inconsistent 

with Virginia's emphasis on student and school results, as evidenced in its Standards 

of Learning and the tests based on them. Yecke concludes that "teachers whose stu­

dents show the most improvement on the test should be the ones rewarded," not 

the NBCTs, since there is no evidence that their students do better academically. 

IV. Research on Board Effectiveness 

The Board has made little effort to link its credentialing process to gains in pupil 

achievement-the holy grail of education reform. At this point the Board has no 

evidence that the teachers it certifies produce superior student achievement or 

even, for that matter, the kinds of "caring, inclusive, stimulating and safe school 

communit[ies]" the Board is intent on fostering. 

The only study, to date, that looks at the impact of Board certification on student 

outcomes is seriously flawed, both because the Board paid for the study and because 

all the researchers have had or continue to have professional ties to the Board. For 

example, Marnie Thompson is an ETS consultant who is deeply involved in assessor 

training. As the researchers themselves admit, "the power of the study is limited."57 

Only six teachers were observed. Using classroom observations as their measure, 

the researchers found "accomplished teachers" among both certified and uncertified 

groups, and they also found unaccomplished teachers among both groups. Little was 

learned from this study because the findings were ambiguous and the experimental 

design had no empirical validity. 

The research void may be partially filled by an upcoming study planned by National 

Partnership for Effectiveness and Accountability in Teaching (NPEAT) and the Univers­

ity of Maryland. With a federal grant to study the Board, a research group under the 

aegis of NPEAT is supposed to determine "whether teachers who have been certified 

as outstanding by the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards produce 

better-educated students."58 They plan to compare the practices of certified and 

non-certified teachers; they will also attempt to compare student outcomes. 

Like the earlier study, however, this one already suffers from serious problems of 

interlocking interests. The principal researcher, Ann Harman, is also Senior Executive 

Associate for Assessment and Research at the National Board itself. She has a built-in 

objectivity problem. The other researchers employed by NPEAT. Richard M. Jaeger 

and John Hattie, have also worked for the Board in the past. Moreover, NPEAT 

counts the National Board as one of its member groups and has already pledged to 

disseminate National Board standards and assessment methods across the education 

188 • BETIER TEACHERS, BETIER SCHOOLS 



The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards: Can It Live Up to Its Promise? 

community. All these factors suggest that the study's findings will be biased in favor 

of the Board. The Board is essentially studying itself-or engaging friends and allies 

to do so, which raises the question, Shouldn't the Board pay for this self-serving 

research and save federal funds for an independent study? 

There are other troubling aspects to this study. Officials at the U.S. Department of 

Education admit that it is deficient because of a small sample-sixty-five teachers­

and one that is limited geographically. Also, the research design calls for a study of 
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various subjective measures of a teacher's practice. The researchers 

are trying to stay away from measuring student outcomes with stan­

dardized test results because the three geographic areas where the 

teachers are being studied use different tests. Instead, researchers will 

use structured interviews with teachers, parents, and students, class­

room observations, and evaluations of a student writing assignment. 

These subjective measures of student success. unburdened by objec­

tive measures of pupil progress, will still leave the findings questionable. 

Thus, even after the government funds this endeavor, reliable, independent research 

will still be required. 

V. Union Entanglement 

NBPTS trumpets its support from numerous professional education organizations, 

ranging from the National School Boards Association to the National Council of 

Teachers of Mathematics. 59 The two most influential groups that support NBPTS and 

are heavily represented among its directors are the National Education Association 

(NEA) and American Federation of Teachers (AFT). Nineteen of the Board's directors 

are NEA members, including the Board's present chair, Barbara Kelley, a physical 

education teacher from Maine. The AFT has similar numbers on the Board. Thus, 

union members represent nearly two-thirds of the Board membership. 

A number of factors explain this. Since Albert Shanker was instrumental in mobilizing 

financial and institutional support for the concept of national board certification, it is 

not surprising that he would also work to ensure that the unions had a strong voice 

on the board itself. Mary Hatwood Futrell, the former NEA president, also served on 

the Carnegie Task Force that drafted the bylaws requiring equal representation of the 

two unions on the Board. The task force determined that forty-two of the Board's 

sixty-three members would be teachers, most of them public-school teachers who 

belong to unions. This task force also selected the original board of directors. 

Having such a high representation of union members on the Board is a politically 

astute move for NBPTS. Teachers, who historically have been suspicious of testing 

and merit pay, are more apt to trust an organization they know to be led and sanc­

tioned by the unions. The NEA assures its members that they can trust NBPTS 

because the experts behind it are themselves teachers and because "NEA formally 

supports NBPTS through its resolutions and other policy documents, and considers 
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National Board certification to be a valuable professional development option for 

experienced teachers. "60 Union endorsements also impress politicians who are 

interested in currying favor with the unions. For example, legislators indebted to the 

teachers' unions are more likely to vote for measures to support the Board. such as 

salary incentives for Board-certified teachers. The Board clearly benefits from its 

strong relationship with the unions. 

The unions benefit, too. The NEA and AFT are now able to offer their membership 

two important rewards through Board certification. First, this credential confers new 

respect, a new professionalism. Second, in places where the Board and the unions 

have succeeded in arranging this, the unions can offer their members who achieve 

certification salary bonuses, national license portability, and credits toward license 

renewal. 

Although the relationship between the unions and NBPTS is clearly beneficial to both 

parties. it does not necessarily boost teacher quality. The NENAFT bloc can veto any 

Board action to which they are opposed and can also push through any policy they 

regard as important to union interests. In 1990, the NEA encouraged its members 

on the National Board to "ensure that eligibility is tied to possession of a state teach­

ing license and graduation from an accredited teacher education program."61 This 

measure would have eliminated many private school teachers from recognition. It did 

not pass, but the episode illustrates how much infiuence the unions and their allies 

can wield over Board policy. Full-time union leaders have more time to pursue union 

interests and access to organizational resources that other directors serving pro bono 

do not have. Also, union leaders have more infiuence than unaffiliated members in 

the appointment of other board members and staff. 

The key issue is whether such heavy union infiuence will, in Lieberman's words, 

"erode the Board's integrity."62 For instance, if teachers of drivers' education, voca­

tional education, or home economics clamor for certification, the Board would need 

to address the question of whether these fields possess enough specialized content 

to justify advanced certification. This could lead to a confiict of interest for the union 

leaders. Teachers for whom no certification is available will surely allege inequity 

within the profession. It is unlikely that union leaders can long deny certification to 

any category of their members: instead. they will presumably seek to broaden the 

possibility of certification to include all grade levels, subjects, and activities. Indeed, 

the Board is now debating the merits of a certificate for guidance counselors. But is 

this really a field that warrants advanced certification by a professional teaching board. 

Union dynamics will also affect the numbers certified. Since the unions are working in 

the interests of a large base of teachers, they are inevitably interested in expanding 

the number of individuals who get certified. If the Board is to be financially self-sus­

taining, it will need to boost the number of teachers who apply. pay their fees, and 

get certified. Yet, if it ever meets President Clinton's goal of I 00,000 NBCTs, states 

may reconsider the salary incentives they are offering. Thus far, NBPTS has not 
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acknowledged the probability that salary increments will become less popular in 

states and districts as more and more teachers are certified and thus rendered eligible 

for the extra compensation. 

Fi~een states, 

by legislative 

mandate, have 

established their 

own teacher 

licensing boards 
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adopted National 
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The underlying problem is the fundamental tension between a 

union dedicated to advancing the economic and professional welfare 

of all teachers and an organization whose purpose is to identify and 

reward only the best among them. The only way to ease this tension, 

Lieberman pointed out, "is to separate control of the National Board 

from control by teachers unions; unfortunately, union control of the 

NBPTS has been institutionalized with little prospect of change. "63 

VI. Entanglement with State Policymakers 

The National Board is adamant that board certification will remain 

voluntary, the implication being that no one will have to go through 

the process unless she chooses. Yet more and more states are over­

hauling their own teacher licensure processes to reflect the Board's 

standards and assumptions. This is happening at two levels. First, more than thirty 

states now belong to the Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support 

Consortium (INTASC), a group "working together on 'National Board-compatible' 

licensing standards and assessments for beginning teachers both before they enter 

teaching and during their first two years on the job."64 

Fifteen states, by legislative mandate, have established their own teacher licensing 

boards that have adopted National Board-compatible standards. For example, North 

Carolina's Professional Teaching Standards Commission is directed by law to "consid­

er current methods to assess teachers and teaching candidates, including the National 

Teaching Exam and the assessments of the National Board for Professional Teaching 

Standards." Its mandate is to recommend to the State Board of Education the imple­

mentation of a rigorous assessment method for initial and continuing education.65 

The Commission has drafted and is circulating its recommended standards and 

assessment methods, which the State Board of Education will vote on in the fall. 

According to Executive Director Thomas Blanford, these standards and assessment 

methods are indeed modeled after NBPTS and INTASC. The Commission also 

endorses the assessment methods adopted by the North Carolina Department of 

Education. By this plan, teachers will now maintain portfolios of their lesson plans, 

students' work, and letters to parents as evidence that they're meeting these strict 

standards. Outside observers-other teachers-will come into schools to monitor 

teachers' portfolios and professional development plans (PDP). While these portfolios 

and PDPs may be effective ways for teachers to become more aware of how and 

why they're teaching, there is no attempt on the State Board's part to tie teacher 

evaluations to student outcomes. Yet the National Board is eager to help schools 

and states adopt such standards. N BPTS has staff working on "teacher development," 
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which, according to Board Vice President Chuck Cascio, "is designed 

to give every teacher the chance to be challenged to live these perfor­

mance standards." 

INTASC. state standards commissions, and the state boards of educa­

tion and legislatures that have empowered them, seem to have accept­

ed the premise that there is a solid link between National Board 

standards and assessments and student academic outcomes. This is 

an example of how an unproven education theory becomes part of 

the conventional wisdom and spreads across the land. States have the 

responsibility to license teachers who can demonstrate that they are 

The standards 

and assessments 

that the Board 

uses remain 

unproven and 

of questionable 

value. 

qualified to instruct children. By turning over the assessment of teachers to profes­

sional commissions that have not proven that they employ superior methods for 

improving student learning. state officials are failing in their civic duty. 

Conclusion 

There is no doubt that teacher quality must be strengthened if we hope to improve 

student performance. The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards claims 

that it has found a way to do this. At first blush, the idea of having a nongovern­

mental organization promote and reward teachers for meeting rigorous standards 

sounds wonderful. However, the standards and assessments that the Board uses 

remain unproven and of questionable value. The Board nevertheless enjoys mount­

ing support across the political spectrum. It is worth recalling that the education 

system's obligation is to students and their learning. We must take a careful look at 

the National Board and ask whether or not it is in fact succeeding in meeting this 

obligation. At this point, most of the evidence suggests that it is not. 
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Appendix A: NBPTS "The Five Core Propositions" 

The Five Propositions of Accomplished Teaching 

The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards seeks to identify and recog­

nize teachers who effectively enhance student learning and demonstrate the high 

level of knowledge, skills, abilities and commitments reflected in the following five 

core propositions. 

I . Teachers are committed to students and their learning. Accomplished teachers 

are dedicated to making knowledge accessible to all students. They act on 

the belief that all students can learn. They treat students equitably, recognizing 

the individual differences that distinguish one student from another and taking 

account of these differences in their practice. They adjust their practice based 

on observation and knowledge of their students' interests, abilities, skills, 

knowledge, family circumstances and peer relationships. 

Accomplished teachers understand how students develop and learn. They 

incorporate the prevailing theories of cognition and intelligence in their prac­

tice. They are aware of the influence of context and culture on behavior. 

They develop students' cognitive capacity and their respect for learning. Equally 

important, they foster students' self-esteem, motivation, character, civic respon­

sibility and their respect for individual, cultural, religious and racial differences. 

2. Teachers know the subjects they teach and how to teach those subjects to 

students. Accomplished teachers have a rich understanding of the subject(s) 

they teach and appreciate how knowledge in their subject is created, orga­

nized, linked to other disciplines and applied to real-world settings. While 

faithfully representing the collective wisdom of our culture and upholding the 

value of disciplinary knowledge, they also develop the critical and analytical 

capacities of their students. 

Accomplished teachers command specialized knowledge of how to convey 

and reveal subject matter to students. They are aware of the preconceptions 

and background knowledge that students typically bring to each subject and of 

strategies and instructional materials that can be of assistance. They understand 

where difficulties are likely to arise and modify their practice accordingly. Their 

instructional repertoire allows them to create multiple paths to the subjects 

they teach, and they are adept at teaching students how to pose and solve 

their own problems. 

3. Teachers are responsible for managing and monitoring student learning. 
Accomplished teachers create, enrich, maintain and alter instructional settings 

to capture and sustain the interest of their students and to make the most 

effective use of time. They also are adept at engaging students and adults to 
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assist their teaching and at enlisting their colleagues' knowledge and expertise 

to complement their own. 

Accomplished teachers command a range of generic instructional techniques, 

know when each is appropriate and can implement them as needed. They 

are as aware of ineffectual or damaging practice as they are devoted to elegant 

practice. 

They know how to engage groups of students to ensure a disciplined learning 

environment, and how to organize instruction to allow the schools' goals for 

students to be met. They are adept at setting norms for social interaction 

among students and between students and teachers. They understand how 

to motivate students to learn and how to maintain their interest even in the 

face of temporary failure. 

Accomplished teachers can assess the progress of individual students as well 

as that of the class as a whole. They employ multiple methods for measuring 

student growth and understanding and can clearly explain student performance 

to parents. 

4. Teachers think systematically about their practice and learn from experience. 
Accomplished teachers are models of educated persons, exemplifying the 

virtues they seek to inspire in students-curiosity, tolerance, honesty, fairness, 

respect for diversity and appreciation of cultural differences-and the capacities 

that are prerequisites for intellectual growth: the ability to reason and take mul­

tiple perspectives to be creative and take risks, and to adopt an experimental 

and problem-solving orientation. 

Accomplished teachers draw on their knowledge of human development, 

subject matter and instruction, and their understanding of their students to 

make principled judgments about sound practice. Their decisions are not only 

grounded in the literature, but also in their experience. They engage in lifelong 

learning which they seek to encourage in their students. Striving to strengthen 

their teaching, accomplished teachers critically examine their practice, seek to 

expand their repertoire, deepen their knowledge, sharpen their judgment and 

adapt their teaching to new findings, ideas and theories. 

5. Teachers are members of learning communities. Accomplished teachers con­

tribute to the effectiveness of the school by working collaboratively with 

other professionals on instructional policy, curriculum development and staff 

development. They can evaluate school progress and the allocation of school 

resources in light of their understanding of state and local educational objec­

tives. They are knowledgeable about specialized school and community 

resources that can be engaged for their students' benefit, and are skilled 

at employing such resources as needed. 
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Accomplished teachers find ways to work collaboratively and creatively with 

parents, engaging them productively in the work of the school. 

Cited from http://www. nbpts. org/nbpts/standards/five-props. html. 

Appendix B: Summaries of the Standards 

Framework of National Board Certificates 

Generalist 

English Language Arts 

Mathematics 

Science 

Socials Studies/History. 

Art 

Foreign Language 
Guidance Counseling 

Library/Media 
Music 

Physical Education 
Health 

Vocational Education 

English New Language 

Exceptional Needs/Specialist 

• Projected availability date. 

Early 
Childhood 
Ages 3-8 

Middle 
Childhood 
Ages 7-12 

Early 
Adolescence 
Ages 11-15 

Adolescence 
and Young 
Adulthood 

Ages 14-18+ 

Currently:::· . :. 
·· ·available<: '·· 

·. Cu"rrently"""_;:.•·:<:: ·.·-···Currently" 
. available:.:•::i:>·' .. .-:a.vailabl~ 

No release Currently Currently 
available date determined available 

No release . . .· : <Currently 
dat~.detem1iOecl ·· · ·. ,. ..• availa81e··, • 

. currently · 
··-···availa81e" 

No release 
date determined 
: No release .· 

. · d~te determined 

December 200 I 

Dece"tnber 20Q"l . -· 

No release date determined 

December 200J -· 
December 200 I 

December:•.2001. 

December 1999* 

December 1999~ . 

Currently 
available 

.. · · Currently · ___ --
. - ... available · 

Currently 
available 

···· · ., ·•:Currently 
-:•available_ 

Currently available 
December 200 I . · · · · 

No release date determined 

December iOOJ. · · 
December 200 I 

December·•.200 ! .. /_ 
No release date determined 

. . . 

December· J 999* 
December 1999* 

December J,999.~ .. 

Source: National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, Guide to National Board 

Certification 1998- 1999 (San Antonio, Tex.: Author, 1998), 7. 
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William j. Clinton. President of the United States. "1999 State of the Union Address" Washington. D.C., 20 
January 1999. 

2 Richard W. Riley, U.S. Secretary of Education, "New Challenges, A New Resolve: Moving American Education Into 
the 21st Century," Sixth Annual State of American Education Speech, Long Beach, California, 16 February 1999. 

National Board for Professional Teaching Standards. What Every Teacher Should Know: The National Board 
Certification Process 1998-99 (Southfield, Mich.: Author, April 1998). 

4 Myron Lieberman, The Future o( Public Education. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960), especially 259-
270. 

5 Task Force on Teaching as a Profession, A Nation Prepared: Teachers (or the 21st Century (New York: Carnegie 
Forum on Education and the Economy. May 1986). see especially 66-69. These goals were later adopted by 
NBPTS and can be found in National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, What Every Teacher Should Know. 

6 "Board of Directors" www.nbpts.org/nbpts/about/board.html 
7 National Board bylaws. Article II, Section C. 2.a. 

8 Thomas Kean. quoted in Kristin Goldberg, "Teaching Panel's Backers Seek $25 Million in Aid" Education Week. 24 
February 1988. 

9 Ibid. 
10 From 1991 to 1994, the National Board was funded under the Higher Education Act. From 1995 to 1999, 

the National Board was funded under Title II: Professional Development of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Ad. 

1 1 www.nbpts.org/nbtps/standards/(tve-props.html 

I 2 www.nbpts.org/nbpts/standards/how-standards.html 

I 3 Gene Geissert and Myron Lieberman, Teacher Union Bargaining: Policy and Practice, 209. 
14 Names of NBCTs have been changed to maintain their anonymity. 

I 5 National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, Guide to National Board Certification (Southfield, Mich.: Author, 
1998). 11. 

I 6 ''A Closer Look at MC/Generalist Assessment." document provided by the National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards at its 22-23 February 1999 Scoring Institute. 

I 7 National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, Middle Childhood/Generalist Entry I: "Writing: Thinking Through 
the Process." 4. 

18 National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, Middle Childhood/Generalist Entry 3: "Building a Classroom 
Community." I . 

19 "Middle Childhood/Generalist: Standards for National Board Certification," (Southfield, Mich.: National Board for 
Professional Teaching Standards. January 1996). 33, 35. 

20 www nbpts.org 
21 www.nbpts.org 

22 www.nbpts.org/nbpts/about/cand(aq. html 

23 "Middle Childhood/Generalist Scoring Rubric," provided by the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards 
at their February 1999 Scoring Institute in Washington, D.C. 

24 Ibid. 

25 "Middle Childhood/Generalist: Standards for National Board Certification," (Southfield, Mich.: National Board for 
Professional Teaching Standards. January 1996), 17. 

26 "'Middle Childhood/Generalist: Standards for National Board Certification." 21. 
27 "Middle Childhood/Generalist: Standards for National Board Certification," 22. 

28 National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, Social Studies-History Standards ((or teachers of students ages 
7-18+) (Southfield. Mich.: Author. 1998). 18. 

29 Ibid, 48. 
3o Ibid, 45. 

3 I ''Adolescence and Young Adulthood/Mathematics: Standards for National Board Certification, (Southfield, Mich.: 
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, November 1996), 19. 

32 Ibid. 

33 Personal correspondence. 

34 Dan Goldhaber and Dominic Brewer, "Evaluating the Effect of Teacher Degree Level on Educational Performance." 
Developments in School Finance ( 1996): 199-210. 

3 5 National Center for Educational Statistics, Teacher Quality: A Report on the Preparation and Qualifications of Public 
School Teachers, (Washington. D.C.: U.S. Department of Education. January 1999), 12. 

36 "What Teachers Should Know and Be Able To Do," policy statement (Southfield, Mich.: National Board for 
Professional Teaching Standards. 1988) 

37 Ibid. 

38 Linda Darling-Hammond, Reshaping Teaching Policy. Preparation, and Practice: lnPuences of the National Board for 
Professional Teaching Standards (Washington. D.C.: American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education. 1999). 
11. 
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39 Bonnie Grossen, "What Does It Mean To Be A Research-Based Profession?" in What's Gone Wrong in America's 
Classrooms? Williamson Evers, ed. (Stanford University: Hoover Institution Press, 1998). 24. 

40 Ibid., 23. 
41 Ibid., 25. 
42 E. D. Hirsch, The Schools We Need and Why We Don't Have Them. (New York: Doubleday, 1996), 245. 
43 Linda Darling-Hammond, Reshaping Teaching Policy, Preparation, and Practice. 
44 National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, "Middle Childhood/Generalist: Standards for Board 

Certification, 35. 
45 James Traub, "Multiple Intelligence Disorder," New Republic, 26 October 1998. 
46 Ibid. 

47 www.nbpts.org/nbpts/forum 
48 Ibid 
49 Myron Lieberman. Teachers Evaluating Teachers: Peer Review and the New Unionism (New Brunswick, N.J.: 

Transaction Publishers, 1998); Bob Chase, NEA President has written and spoken much about the "new 
unionism" that the NEA promotes. One concept that is fundamental to this "new unionism" is that teachers will 
regulate themselves. Hence. this principle of self-regulation inspires peer review and such endeavors as NBPTS. 
Links to speeches and policy statements about the "new unionism" are found at www.nea.org/newunion. 

50 John R. Phillips and Marci Kanstoroom, "Title II: Does Professional Development Work?", New Directions: Federal 
Education Policy in the Twenty-First Century (Washington, D.C.: Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, 1999), 71. 

51 Kristin Goldberg, "Teacher Panel's Backers Seek $25 Million in Aid." Education Week, 24 February 1998. 
52 Ibid. 

53 Dale Ballou and Michael Podgursky, "Some Unanswered Questions Concerning National Board Certification of 
Teachers," Education Week, 10 June 1998. 

54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 

56 Personal communication. 

57 John Hattie, Janet Clinton, Marnie Thompson. and Holly Schmidt-Davis, "Identifying 'Highly Accomplished 
Teachers: A Validation Study," University of North Carolina at Greensboro. December 1995. 

58 Ann Bradley. "Ed. Dept. Funds Large-Scale Research Effort on Teaching," Education Week, 29 October 1997. 

s9 A complete list of education organizations that have pledged support for the Board can be found at 
www.nbpts.org/npbts/abouUsupporters.html 

60 "Questions and Answers for educators interested in National Board Certification" NEA website: www.nea.org/ 
teaching/nbpr.sqa. html 

6I Ann Bradley. "N.E.A. Assails Board's Policy on Prerequisites for Certification" Education Week, 17 January 1990. 

62 Gene Geirsert and Myron Lieberman, eds., Teacher Union Bargaining: Policy and Practice, 219. 
63 Ibid., 221 

64 Linda Darling-Hammond, Reshaping Teaching Policy. Preparation. and Practice, 13. 
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General Statues. Chapter I I 5C (295.2). 
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The National Council 
for Accreditation of 
Teacher Education: 
Whose Standards? 

J.E. Stone 

The Notional Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) is the largest 
occreditor of teacher training programs in the U.S., and its standards ore fast 
becoming the de facto notional norm. In addition to being a time-consuming and 
expensive process, however, NCATE accreditation reviews seem more concerned with 
a school's philosophical perspective than with the qualifications of its faculty and the 
knowledge of its graduates. Moreover, NCATE's standards downplay the role of teaching 
in producing student achievement and celebrate the learner-centered approach to 
pedagogy. These stances put NCATE at odds with what many parents and policy­
makers wont from teachers and the institutions that claim to prepare them. 

Introduction 

Practically everyone is calling for better-trained teachers. 1 Failure on a state adminis­

tered literacy exam by 59 percent of Massachusetts teacher education graduates 

was a key recent factor in drawing attention to the problem. 2 The 1998 Higher 

Education Act sent a particularly clear message to the schools of education and state 

licensing agencies: federal funding in coming years will depend on higher standards 

for teachers. 3 

Even the teacher-training community seems to agree that improvements are 

needed. An organization comprised of education and public representatives-the 

National Commission on Teaching & America's Future (NCTAF)-has been especially 

energetic in promoting this message. The NCTAF's Executive Director-Stanford 

education Professor Linda Darling-Hammond-has been making the rounds of state 

capitals, telling governors and legislators that it's time to "get serious about [teacher­

training] standards. "4 By standards, however, the NCTAF means teacher-training stan­

dards set by NCATE-the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education.5 
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NCATE is the largest accreditor of teacher training programs in the U. S. Its 

president and others of its leaders are members of NCTAF. NCATE accredits roughly 

half of America's teacher-training programs and, with notable exceptions-Boston 

University. for example-all the large ones. Its standards have been adopted in 

whole or in part by forty-five states. NCATE's standards are fast becoming the de 

facto national standard. Whether this development favors reform or strengthens the 

status quo, however, is a question that deserves to be carefully examined. 

NCATE's Standards 

NCATE was founded in 1954. Its members include all the major organizational 

stakeholders in teacher training. These include the National Education Association, 

the American Association of Colleges of Teacher Education, the Council of Chief 

State School Officers, and similar groups representing school personnel. It also 

includes subject-specific organizations such as the National Council of 

Teachers of English and the International Reading Association. 

NCATE reviews teacher education programs using a process that 

entails institutional self-study followed by campus visitation. An institu­

tion's facilities, personnel, and program are examined every five years. 

Critics have termed it time consuming and expensive. In a number 

of states, review by NCATE is, in effect, legally mandated. These are 

states in which the government agency that regulates teacher training 

and licensure has adopted NCATE's standards as its own. 

NCATE's 

standards are 

fast becoming 

the de facto 

national 

standard. 

NCATE's standards are undergoing revision. In fact, they are under continuous 

revision, as required by the NCATE constitution. The current standards were origi­

nally written in 1987, and have since been rewritten and refined several times. 

They evolved from several older sets of standards that were similarly written and 

rewritten during the sixties and seventies. Over the past two years, still another 

rewriting has been underway. This latest round of revisions is due to take effect in 

2000.6 As explained below, these latest revisions-the so called NCATE 2000 stan­

dards-are said to be "groundbreaking" in that they will be "performance-based" 

instead of "curriculum-based." 

NCATE's current standards (i.e., its 1987 standards as "refined" in 1995) consist of 

twenty very general requirements having to do with everything from curriculum to 

students, faculty, and governance (see Table I ).7 

The twenty "standards" are very general statements, and each is accompanied by 

one or more "indicators" intended to convey the type of evidence that would 

demonstrate compliance with the standard. Technically, the indicators are not the 

standards, but without the indicators and extensive additional guidance, written and 

unwritten, the standards would be virtually indecipherable. 
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I. Design of Professiona#.,.Educj,tion· 
Ii ..... .: :· .. ·.·.:. 

Standard I.A Conc~ptual· Fran;~workrTt]e unit ·[i.e. ,·th~·Uriive'rsity';·d~kart~·g't;r···· 
or college that is responsible.f9r teacher trai~ing] has high .. q·~~lity'.pf9fessibnak 
educatio~ progra~s that are.derived:f~bm a cbnceptual:::ka~~0ork(.~)Jhatis 
knowledge-based, ·articulated, 'share.~; ic:lhere~t .. consistent withJhe:::unit' and/or 
institutional mission, and continuously evaluated. ' 

.. .. . . 

Standard l.B .(jenera/. StycjJ¢s for /~it/al· Tea~her;Preparation: :"fbe: unite0'sur;es that 
candidates have .,completed.;~eneraf\;tu.~i~s,.2ciG'~s.~s and· expeAende~· f~ the··1i.~e~a1 
arts ar;:i:d ssiiences. arid, hav:e. dev~lpped theoreticai'.and.practical knowleq~.~ ... ::: < ''' 

·;!::~:;d~~d~~;~:~:~i~i~.~:~~~g:~;~~f:~~~~~~~~~~~~~rt~f ~: •·• 
teach. 

Standard.1.D Professid~af:.and Pedagogical SJlldies for Initial Teachet'Piepar(Jtion: 
The unit ensures that te~~her candidates acquire and learn to apply the ·profes­
sional and pedagogical knowledge and skills,to .become CQQlPE:?ter:it to.work 
with all students. ·. · · 

StanddrdJE Integrative Studiesfor1nitialTeacherPreparation: The unit em.~:res 
that teacher ~andidates•can :i~tegrate genE:!ral;· content/ and 'prbfessioll~I. ~~d ped­
agogical 'knowledge to. create meanir:i:gful 1'earnirig e~perien:2e~tfqr ~l(~~tGdents. 

Standard I. F Advanced. Professional Studies: The unit ensures .that 2a~didates · '•' · 
become more competent ast~achers.6r.d,eve.lbp con:ipetence f()~···()ther· .. 
professional roles (e.g., school library media specialist, school psychologist,. 
or principal): 

~~~!7u~l~!;!~o;~;j~~!:"~~~~:~J:~:~j~~::_:::n~lt£~~~ .~ 
professional practice; and i.s.pfhigh qlJaJity. · 

Standard l:H Q11,qlity o[Fi~/d. Exp~fierces: J"hE:!:.lJnit ensuresthatfleld.:::~xperien,ces. 
are consistent with the ~ori~eptual framework(s),:are well-planned and:;, ........ · 

seq\Je11ced, and . are of high. quality. 

Standard I. I Professional Community:, The unit .collaborates with, higher educati6n 
faculty, school personnel and other members. of the professional community ti:> 
design, deliver, and renew effective,pfogramsfo~·the preparation of school .. 
personnel. and to improv~Jhe quality.of:ed~catioll ill ~~hools. . .. 
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' ::·' I ,.=.:>::'.--

11.,,Canc:fidates in Professional ~;~IJC9t!~~·: . . ·<<: 

Stand~rd 1/:A Qualifications ofCandidates: .. JH~::lJoi~· recr,u.its. admits, .and.retains',··"···· 
candidates who demonstr~te potential for prgfess.ional s,dccess i~ schools> .••• ; . ·. 

·. .·.=.::: :.:· .. · ·.. .. ·. ··,· 

Standard 11.B Composition of Candidates: The unit recruits, admits, :and retains. 
a diverse student body. . ..... ' . . . . . . 

Standard 11.C. Monitoring and Advising the Prog~~s~,ofCandidates: Th;e. unit syster-A~ · 
aticallrmonitors and assesses the progress otcandidates a'nd ensures thatthey 
receive appropriate academic and· pr6fessio~~l:,:adyisi;?ment frolTiadm,issi;~.· 
through completion oftheirprofessional educatio~· programs. . .······ 

Standard 11.D Ensuring the Competence ofCandidates:''..rhe unit ensures that a 
candidate's competency to begin his::or he~' prpfe~~i;Mal ro'1·~:· iri·schbblsi)s· . 
as5essed prior to completion of the progran1'::and/or r¢commendation...fc,r .. 
licensure.,. 

. .. , .. 

Ill. Professional Edµ~~t~ol1 Fac,cJ!fY' 

Standard II I .A. Professiorial Educ~hon ,.Faculty'Qualiftcati~ns: The: .. unit ensures,·that ••. ' .. 
the professional education faculty are tea~h~~·:~~h()la'r-5' who .. 'ar~'''tj8~Jified for their~ ' 

. assignments and are act:ively engaged in the prof~s.sional cbml'!lunitf ... 

Standard ///.8 CompositiowofFaculty: The unit recn.iits, hires; a~d ret~ins a 
diverse higher education faculty. · · .··. . . . ..... .. . •· · ' ·· ... 

.. ·. 

Stqndard./11.C Professional Assignments· of Faculty: Theun.it ensures tha~ policies 
and assignments allow:faculty·to be involved effectively ih:teaching; schola~ship; 
and service. 

Standard 111.D Professional Dev~lopment of FdCulty: Th1funite~s4res thatJhefe a~e · 
systematic and comprehensive activities to enhance the compet~ri~e and intellec~: .· 
tual vitality of the professional. education faculty:·.·. 

IV. The· Unit for Professional.E.ducatio1_1 

Standard IV.A Governanc(;! and Accounta!JilityoftheJJnit: Th~ .. q~it is,clearly . 
. identified, operates as.•a ·professional commLJnity, and•has the'.,lesporisib,ility,. 

authority., and person he I to d~ve.lop, admihist'er, evaluate'.· a11d rev,i,se ~ff· profos~ ..•. 
·· sional education programs, ... · 

Standard lv.B Resources for Teaching and Sc~olar~hip: The .unit hasadequq1e·:' 
. . . .. .. . . .. 

resources to support teaching and scholarship byJaculty and candidates. 

Standard IV.C Resources.for Operating the Unit: The unit has sufficient fe1cilities, 
equipment, and budgetary resources to..fulfill its missic:>n and pffer quality 
programs. 

202 • BETTER TEACHERS, BETTER SCHOOLS 



NCATE: Whose Standards? 

For example, "Standard I.A:' requires that programs be "derived from a conceptual 

framework that is knowledge-based, articulated, shared, coherent, and consistent 

with the unit and/or institutional mission" and indicator "I.A. I" says "The conceptual 

framework is written, well articulated, and shared among professional education 

faculty, candidates [i.e., students undergoing teacher training] and other members of 

the professional community"-still, a rather vague statement.9 

It isn't until one reads the bullet points under indicator "I.A. I" that the meaning of 

shared "conceptual framework(s)" begins to emerge: "The framework(s) reflects 

multicultural and global perspectives which permeate all programs." IO 

However. even this statement is less than transparent. In order to gain a more 

complete understanding of "multicultural and global perspectives," the reader must 

consult the glossary and it is there that the real meaning of "Standard I.A:' becomes 

evident: 

Global perspective. The viewpoint that accepts the interdependency of nations 

and peoples and the interlinkage of political, economic, ecological, and social 

issues of a transnational and global character. 1 1 

Multicultural perspective. (I) The social, political, economic, academic, and 

historical realities experienced by individuals and groups in complex human 

encounters: (2) the representation and incorporation of issues related to 

culture, demographics, ethnicity, race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, 

socioeconomic status, and exceptionalities in the education process: and (3) 

the inclusion of a cohesive, inclusive curriculum representing the contributions 

of diverse populations. I 2 

An accredited 

institution,s 

teacher-training 

curriculum must 

be infused with 

a particular 

sociopolitical 

perspective. 

In other words, NCATE's standard for "high quality professional 

education programs" turns out to mean, in part, that an accredited 

institution's teacher-training curriculum must be infused with a particular 

sociopolitical perspective-a matter well removed from the issue of 

teacher effectiveness and one that policymakers and the public might 

well question. Yet, by virtue of NCATE's remarkably circuitous way of 

spelling out what is actually looked for, "Standard I .A:' appears bland 

and unremarkable. 

Determining the true meaning of other NCATE standards requires 

similar attention to the "fine print" and, in a number of cases, the fine 

print turns out to be less a matter of pedagogy than one of social and 

political ideals. For example, "Standard Ill,/\' addresses "Professional 

Education Faculty Qualifications"-a seemingly straightforward matter . An examina­

tion of the indicators, however, reveals NCATE's attention to social and political 

issues that seem more than a little tangential to faculty qualifications. For example, 

Indicator Ill. A 2 says "Higher education faculty exhibit intellectual vitality in their 

sensitivity to critical issues (e.g .. how content 
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studies and pedagogical studies can be more effectively integrated; and the ethics of 

equity and diversity in the U. S. culture) and in their efforts to address the issues and 

become proactive in addressing them." 13 In other words, as a condition of accredita­

tion, teacher-training faculty are expected to adopt and promote an activist view­

point with regard to equity and diversity issues. Here again, standards that nominally 

deal with academic or professional matters turn out to mean something quite differ­

ent when closely examined. 

What is clear from these and similar examples is that NCATE's standards are anything 

but self-evident and, in truth, could be termed misleading. They address matters well 

removed from queslions of effective pedagogy and, as a practical matter, they require 

extensive informal guidance. Because much of this guidance comes in the form 

of communications from NCATE's various boards and offices, any true 

understanding of NCATE's standards must be based on sources of 

information beyond the standards themselves. 

Happily, for the interested observer, NCATE's standards make refer­

ence to just such a source of guidance. 14 Published by the American 

Association of Colleges of Teacher Education, Capturing the Vision: 
Re~ections on NCATE's Redesign Five Years After sets forth the "vision 

of quality" that guided the development of NCATE's standards. 15 It 

was written by the parties who interpret and implement the standards, 

including representatives of NCATE's Board of Examiners, its Unit 

Accreditation Board, and its Executive Committee. Capturing the Vision 
was written to communicate "the larger purposes of accreditation" to 

"faculty.in the institutions that seek accreditation." 16 It presents what 

amounts to an ordained interpretation for the NCATE standards that 

have been in use (in various stages of refinement) from 1987 to the 

present. 

Capturing the Vision's central message is that teacher-training programs 

must "first and foremost" be "dedicated" to "equity," "diversity," and 

Capturing the 

Vision and 

NCATE's 

Standards 

conceive of 

teaching as 

an activity 

concerned as 

much or more 

with social 

reform than 

with student 

achievement. 

"social justice"-egalitarian ideals widely approved within the teacher education com­

munity. 17 It holds that teachers and administrators are morally obliged to promote 

social justice, in the same sense that physicians are obliged to promote health and 

lawyers obliged to seek justice. 

Equally noteworthy is what Capturing the Vision overlooks. It says nothing about 

matters that might be thought the core of teaching-namely teaching's role in pro­

ducing student achievement. For that matter, the standards themselves do not 

address the issue either. Rather, what Capturing the Vision does make clear is that 

faculty willingness to accept certain sociopolitical views is critical to an institution's 

efforts to become accredited " ... we are convinced that units living the three 

themes will not have difficulty in meeting NCATE's standards." 18 By implication, 

programs failing to adopt NCATE's views may have difficulty. Plainly, Capturing the 
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Vision and NCATE's Standards conceive of teaching as an activity concerned as 

much or more with social reform than with student achievement. 

Proposed NCATE 1000 Standards 

Superficially at least, NCATE's newly proposed "performance-based" standards differ 

from its current curriculum-based standards. 19 Instead of specifying input indicators of 

quality-conceptual frameworks, faculty attitudes, etc.-the proposed standards set 

expectations for the competencies to be displayed by newly minted teachers. They 

also give some attention to the need for teacher knowledge of subject matter and 

they acknowledge student learning as the ultimate goal of the teaching endeavor. 

Like the current standards, however, the new standards are open to widely differing 

interpretations and, again like the current standards, they contain repeated references 

To parents, 

schooling is 

about their 

hopes for their 

children, not 

about social 

engineering. 

to sociopolitical attitudes and ideals. The terms "diversity," "cultural 

diversity," and teaching appropriate to "diverse learners" are sprinkled 

liberally throughout the new "Program Standards for Elementary 

Teacher Preparation." 20 

Whatever their operative meaning (as may be revealed by some new 

version of Capturing the Vision). the new standards in no way suggest a 

lessened emphasis on social idealism or any departure from the vision 

of teacher training expressed in Capturing the Vision. Presumably, nei­

ther will the proposed standards, once enacted, be any less subject to 

reinterpretation and "refinement" than were the standards enacted in 

1987. As matters stand. the only certain difference between the pro­

posed NCATE 2000 standards and the current standards is that the new ones will 

attempt to assess program effectiveness by measuring that which recent graduates 

have learned whereas the standards that have been in use since 1987 assess the 

curriculum and other aspects of the training program itself. 

Two Views of Teacher Training Reform 

The National Commission on Teaching and America's Future has made headlines 

with its proposals for reforming teacher training-proposals that feature universal 

adoption of NCATE's standards for teacher-training programs. What policymakers 

and the public may not understand, however, is that the NCTAF and NCATE have 

a very different conception of that which needs reforming than do teacher educa­

tion's critics. They acknowledge that there are too few well-trained teachers but 

most critics believe there are too many badly trained ones, i.e., teachers who are 

ill equipped to produce results. 21 
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What Parents and Policymakers Want 

Few parents and policymakers are opposed to the teacher-education community's 

passion for education to improve society; they just want the improvements to take 

place the old fashioned way. i.e., through the intellectual enhancement of students. 

Unlike NCATE, they want academic matters, not social reform, to be teaching's top 

priority. They believe that schooling should, first and foremost, equip students with 

basics such as a broad fund of knowledge, high aspirations for achievement, and a 

sense of personal responsibility. 22 To parents, schooling is about their hopes for their 

children, not about social engineering. 23 

Teacher concern for equity, diversity, and social justice need not undermine acade­

mic aims, yet it tends to do so when teachers are taught that social ideals should 

take precedence over learning. For example, when teachers choose to promote 

failing students, they foster a spurious form of equity while undermining academic 

standards. Much the same holds true when they use teaching strategies such as 

"cooperative learning" and grading based on group projects. 24 These methods lessen 

individual accountability by blurring observable differences in student performance. In 

contrast to educators, parents and policymakers are less concerned about minimizing 

differences and more concerned about each child becoming all he/she can become. 

Social promotion policies and cooperative learning are familiar examples of education 

practices that make academic concessions to social concerns. Many less well-known 

methodologies called "best practices" are founded on the same priorities. 25 They 

include heterogeneous grouping, multi-age classes, and a variety of other teaching, 

curricular, and organizational stratagems. All subordinate educational outcomes to 

social aims. 26 

Teachers and administrators are not only taught priorities that are at odds with those 

of the public, they are also given to believe that the public's ideas about education 

are unenlightened, even harmful. A recent Education Week essay by a veteran high­

school principal reflected the prevailing view. 27 According to Principal Jones, "parents 

expect that their children will be educated just like they were." In his view, the adop­

tion of traditional education practices-academic retention, for example-is a wrong­

ful concession to the public's ideas. Jones lamented the failure of the 1960s student 

movement to reshape lastingly the public's thinking and suggested that school admin­

istrators push the envelope in a more student-centered direction. A similarly critical 

Phi Delta Kappon article by a much-published critic of results-oriented schooling 

argued that parents who insist on achievement for their children are selfish and an 

impediment to the success of other students. 28 

What Teacher-Educators Want 

A 1997 Public Agenda survey found a "staggering disconnect" between the priorities 

of teacher education professors and those of parents and others concerned with 
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schooling. 29 It showed that professors want less structured schooling, i.e., schooling 

that "facilitates inquiry" and stresses "learning how to learn." It found that professors 

are chiefly focused on educational process and favor "learner-centered" teaching. By 

contrast. Public Agenda and other polling organizations have found that parents want 

Learner-centered 

schooling is 

at odds with 

the public's 

education aims. 

orderly schools that emphasize academic fundamentals. Both they and 

policymakers want improved pupil achievement. 

The gulf between the public and the institutions that train and license 

teachers is little studied and poorly understood but it explains much 

about why school reform has failed.30 It also explains why teacher 

training standards developed by NCATE are unlikely to treat student 

achievement as an unrivaled priority. Repeated efforts to reform the 

public schools have failed to improve achievement because they are 

interpreted and implemented by educators who have been taught that other aims 

come first. However, if, as recommended by the NCTAF, all teacher training is 

brought under the auspices of NCATE, virtually all teachers will be trained by pro­

grams that emphasize the professoriate's aims, not the public's.3 1 

The gap between teacher-educators and the public is neither transient nor recent. 32 

It is a subtle but profound disagreement about the nature and purpose of public edu­

cation. Although obscured by jargon and mutating methods, the core difference is 

that the public takes a learning-centered or results-oriented view of education while 

teacher-educators take a learner-centered or process-oriented view. 33 

Over the years, learner-centered pedagogy has been reformulated and repackaged 

many times. Current names include "student-centered," "developmentally appropri­

ate," and "constructivist." In the early part of the twentieth century, similar practices 

were called "progressive" and "child-centered." Despite continual relabeling and rein­

vention, the priorities of learner-centered pedagogy have remained constant. The use 

of pedagogically correct teaching takes precedence over results. 34 

Learner-centered instruction is a form of teaching in which classroom activity is built 

around the learner's aims and inclinations. It idealizes learning as student-directed, 

discovery-oriented activity in which the teacher acts less as manager or director and 

more as a facilitator or guide. Learner-centered activities are thought to be especially 

beneficial because they presume to engage students in higher order intellectual activi­

ties-which are considered the epitome of the educational process. Students who 

are eager, mature, and well behaved are likely to benefit from learner-centered 

instruction. Students who are less well suited to unstructured and selfdirected activity 

often founder and learn little in learner-centered classrooms. 

Schools attempt to accommodate differences among learners by a variety of means. 

They include, for example, adaptations of instruction to learning styles and curriculum 

to student readiness. They include boundless exertions to make learning activities 

attractive, engaging, and intrinsically motivating. Students who respond poorly to 
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learner-centered instruction are thought to lack the necessary motivation and maturi­

ty by virtue of deficiencies in their social, economic, and cultural backgrounds. 35 

Although societal change is considered the ultimate corrective, the learner-centered 

prescription for dealing with such students is to accommodate the school's expecta­

tions to the student's current behavior and deportment. In theory, the "right" accom­

modations make possible-but do not assure-the spontaneous emergence of the 

good qualities with which learner-centered instruction presumes all students are 

naturally endowed. For example, if a student seems apathetic about engaging in 

classroom activity, the teacher might diagnose the deficiency as one stemming from 

poor self-esteem and a dysfunctional family. The teacher might address the problem 

by placing the student in a cooperative learning group for the purpose of affording 

encouragement, participation, and the experience of success. The 

hoped-for educational outcome would be that the student would 

come to see himself as capable and would subsequently be more 

inclined to engage in classroom activities. 

A different type of accommodation might be made in the case of stu­

dents who are believed to be poorly motivated and badly behaved 

because they have experienced social injustice. The learner-centered 

prescription might be that teachers should demonstrate greater toler­

ance of the students' apathetic and. perhaps, angry behavior as a 

means of showing them that the school is a fair and understanding 

environment. For example, the school might provide counseling or it 

might infuse the school curriculum with materials that would empha­

size the role and the historic contributions of persons who have the 

same background. Teachers might undergo sensitivity training. The pur­

pose of these measures would be to assure the students in question 

that their negative behavior and attitudes were not necessary because 

the school was sensitive to the circumstances of their lives and sympa­

thetic to their feelings. 

NCATE's 

approved 

programs lean 

heavily toward 

indoctrinating 

teachers in an 

educational 

perspective 

rather than 

training in 

effective 

pedagogy. 

These examples illustrate the key reason why learner-centered schooling is at odds 

with the public's education aims. Whatever the specifics of the accommodations 

made by the school. their purpose is not the straightforward improvement of 

achievement but the improvement of conditions congenial to learner-centered 

instruction. Rather than prescribing a more structured and teacher-directed mode of 

instruction-one that might be far better suited to students who are not well moti­

vated or well behaved-learner-centered orthodoxy encourages ad hoc interven­

tion for the purpose of facilitating the use of what the teacher-training community 

believes is an ideal form of teaching. In other words, the learner-centered perspec­

tive encourages teachers and schools to concern themselves not with intervening to 

produce results but with making public-school realities more hospitable to the learn­

er-centered ideal. 
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Teachers may recognize that such accommodations are ineffective but they defend 

their use because doing otherwise would seem an abandonment of educational 

ideals, i.e., the ideal of the self-directed learner engaged in higher order thinking. 

They have been taught that even ineffectual learner-centered teaching is better than 

non-learner-centered alternatives. For example, if the student who participates in the 

cooperative learning project fails to reach expected objectives, the teacher may argue 

that at least the individual's self-esteem was enhanced. If angry and unmotivated stu­

dents fail to read and write, the teacher may argue that the school's multicultural cur­

riculum and sensitivity training at least succeeded in preventing these individuals from 

dropping out. 

NCATE and Learner-centered Teaching 

NCATE's standards do not explicitly call for learner-centered teaching but they plainly 

adhere to a learner-centered vision of education. In this view, schooling cannot be 

expected to succeed without greater equity, diversity, and social justice in American 

society and thus teacher training must be infused with rightminded social and political 

values. In other words, NCATE and the teacher education programs that follow 

NCATE's standards infuse teacher training with social and political idealism because 

their learner-centered pedagogical doctrine requires it. 

NCATE and the teacher-education community are the primary keepers of the learn­

er-centered faith. NCATE's leaders are published proponents of learner-centered 

teaching. 36 NCATE's approved programs lean heavily toward indoctrinating teachers 

in an educational perspective rather than training in effective pedagogy. In short, the 

teacher-training programs accredited by NCATE teach educators that their time and 

energy should be dedicated primarily to learner-centered teaching and secondarily to 

results. 

Learner-centered thinking has a virtual stranglehold on the teacher-education com­

munity. 37 Skeptical academics are suspected of being "in denial" about their own or 

society's responsibility for reforming adverse social, political, and economic condi­

tions. Proponents of more conventional explanations for academic failure-lack of 

study, for example-are thought to mistake symptoms for causes and are suspected 

of blaming the victim. Educational innovations are welcomed but only so long as they 

fit the learner-centered mold.38 As E. D Hirsch puts it, alternatives are not "thinkable" 

(italics in the original): 

To question progressive doctrine would be to put in doubt the identity of the 

education profession itself. Its foundational premise is that progressive princi­

ples are right. Being right, they cannot possibly be the cause of educational 

ineffectiveness. 39 

Tradition, doctrinal zeal, and an absence of competition explains much about the 

predominance of learner-centered thinking in schools of education. Another factor, 
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however, may contribute greatly to its popularity among teachers and administrators. 

A theory that educational effectiveness is limited by factors such as social justice, high 

self-esteem, and a variety of developmental considerations explains one thing very 

well: It explains how so many teachers and so many schools could be working so 

hard and yet producing so little. In other words, it offers a convenient, comfortable, 

and nearly irrefutable excuse for educational failure. 

As most teachers, administrators, and professors see it, the presence of educational 

failure implies less-than-optimal conditions for students. Moreover, less-than-optimal 

conditions argue against educational accountability and in favor of ever greater com­

mitments of resources for education. If doubled education expenditures do not 

succeed, perhaps they need to be doubled again. Who can say what constitutes 

optimal conditions for learning? If schools aren't succeeding, society must make a 

greater effort. 

According to learner-centered thinking, educational success is restricted not only by 

social, political, and economic conditions. The developmental version of the learner­

centered view adds biological restrictions. The "developmentally appropriate practice" 

concept featured in NCATE's proposed NCATE 2000 standards holds that the stu­

dent's maturationally determined stage of intellectual development restricts that which 

he or she can learn.40 In theory, correctly fitted teaching will result in as much learn­

ing as current development permits and academic challenges in excess 

of that level are apt to cause burnout and damaged self-esteem.41 In 

other words, if a student fails to learn that which might reasonably be 

expected and there are no obvious sociocultural impediments, a state 

of insufficient development is presumed to exist. It is an attractive theo­

ry not because it enables teachers to produce results but because it 

relieves both teachers and students of responsibility for meeting curric­

ular expectations. 

Pedagogical concepts such as developmentally appropriate practice 

are also attractive to students and parents because they relieve anxiety 

Expecting 

NCATE to reform 

teacher training 

in a way that 

fulfills the public's 

hopes is naive. 

about failure to achieve. According to developmental theory, students should be 

expected to make an effort only with regard to those activities they find appealing 

and engaging. Whether those preferred activities result in meaningful academic 

achievement is considered a secondary issue. 

The "developmentally appropriate" viewpoint promises academic success through 

natural and spontaneous means and it supposes that students will learn all that they 

need to learn when the time is right.42 If curricular expectations say otherwise, it is 

the expectations that are wrong. In effect, the developmental viewpoint takes the 

work out of schoolwork. 

Developmentally appropriate practice, education for social justice, and the many 

other variants of learner-centered education undermine educational effectiveness 

because they encourage teachers to dedicate their time and energies to overcoming 
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social, economic, and developmental impediments and otherwise engaging students 

in learner-centered instruction. Of necessity, the activities they arrange must be fun 

and exciting, whether or not they are activities known to enhance academic achieve­

ment. 43 In effect, student satisfaction with the immediate education experience is 

given far greater weight than the longer-term satisfactions associated with academic 

achievement. In theory, learner-centered teachers attempt to produce achievement 

by accommodating student needs. In practice, they assume that education experi­

ences not well received by students are not well fitted to their needs and thus not 

conducive to achievement. 

In many respects, the flaws in learner-centered thinking parallel those inherent in the 

"root cause" view of crime-the view that poverty causes misbehavior and thus must 

be the primary target of social intervention. Both perspectives are loosely grounded 

in social science, both divert the energies of professional helpers into matters that 

have little demonstrated relationship to results, and both provide built-in excuses for 

failure. Not incidentally, both require extensive academic training and thereby assure 

full employment for training institutions and licensure bureaucracies. 

The NCTAF's Campaign for Teacher Training Reform 

The National Commission on Teaching and America's Future is leading a massive 

effort to encourage the adoption of NCATE's standards. Originally headed by North 

Carolina's Governor Jim Hunt and funded by two major foundations, the NCTAF 

( 1996) urges all states to align their teacher licensure regulations with NCATE's 

training standards and with the standards set by the National Board for Professional 

Teaching Standards ( 1990)-advanced teacher certification standards that are them­

selves aligned with NCATE. In effect, the NCTAF is pressing states to enact policy 

that collides head-on with the public's desire for stronger pupil achievement. 

Expecting NCATE to reform teacher training in a way that fulfills the public's hopes 

is naive. NCATE is an organization primarily comprised of teacher-education's stake­

holders, i.e., the very groups that created the standards now said to be in need of 

reform. Given its history, it may be safely predicted that any NCATE-led reform will 

be congenial to learner-centered teaching and antagonistic to achievement-oriented 

alternatives. NCATE's stakeholders-especially the schools of education-will not 

have it any other way. If policymakers want teacher training that treats pupil achieve­

ment as its top priority, they will have to set standards that are independent of 

NCATE. 

Public Regulation of Teacher Training and Licensure 

The teaching profession is regulated by state education agencies and these agencies 

ostensibly exist to promote the public's aims. In fact, they are staffed, led, and deci­

sively influenced by the profession that they purport to regulate-a phenomenon 

that economists call "regulatory capture. "44 
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Instead of ensuring that teaching serves the public's aims, state education agencies 

collaborate with organizations like NCATE and thereby serve as a conduit through 

which the teacher-education community's beliefs are injected into the decisions of 

legislators and boards of education. For example, a group representing the executive 

leadership of the state departments of education-the Council of Chief State School 

Officers-is working diligently with NCATE to assure that state licensure require­

ments are aligned with NCATE standards. 45 They are also linked by shared leader­

ship. For example, the immediate past chairman of NCATE's Executive Board heads 

the Kentucky Department of Education and NCATE's current senior vice president is 

the president-elect of the National Association for Multicultural Education-an advo­

cacy organization bent on infusing multicultural values into teacher training. The effect 

of these intermingled loyalties is governmental regulation that is supposed to be dedi­

cated to what the public wants but, in fact, enforces what the education community 

thinks is important. 

NCATE and its stakeholders argue that educator control of the regulatory process is 

proper in that it parallels the professional control of training and licensure in the med­

ical and legal professions. The comparison, however, overlooks a crucial distinction. 

Consumers can choose among their doctors and lawyers but usually not among their 

children's teachers. If parents want to make use of the schools they pay for with their 

taxes, they have few options. Public schools are required to have licensed teachers 

and nearly all licensed teachers have been trained in the learner-centered mold. 

Policy Alternatives 

If NCTAF and NCATE succeed, expanded school choice and alternative teacher 

certification may be the only way parents and policymakers will get teachers who 

are trained to put achievement first. However, if policymakers are willing to ad 

independently. they can make a vital difference in the kind of skills required of 

licensed teachers and ultimately in the aims of teacher-training programs. 

State requirements for entering the teaching profession vary from state to state but 

most include a degree from an "approved" teacher training program and successful 

performance on an exam of pedagogical knowledge. Requirements for subject matter 

examinations and demonstrations of teaching proficiency have been added or are 

under consideration in a number of states. The model licensure standards now being 

collaboratively developed by the Council of Chief State School Officers and NCATE 

will require teachers to demonstrate knowledge, attitudinal "dispositions," and 

approved teaching skills-all consistent with a learner-centered vision of teaching. 

Licensure based on such standards will most likely insure doctrinal conformity, not 

effectiveness in producing student achievement. 

Until recently. there has been no good alternative to exams of pedagogical knowl­

edge and classroom observations as evidence of a teachers' ability to produce learn­

ing. The product of teaching, learning, could not be used as an indicator because 
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student learning is influenced by pre-existing differences in student knowledge, skills, 

backgrounds, motivation, and other characteristics. Within the past few years, how­

ever, a statistical methodology that corrects for such differences has been used for 

teacher accountability in Tennessee and Dallas, Texas. 46 Called value-added assess­

ment, it measures the gains in learning experienced by the students whom a teacher 

has taught, and is vastly superior to the indirect measures of teacher effectiveness 

that are now used. 

Given that the teaching skills possessed by novice teachers primarily reflect the train­

ing they have undergone, the value-added achievement gains of such teachers could 

be used as reasonably accurate indicators of a training program's quality. In any case, 

those gains would be a far better indicator of teacher-training program effectiveness 

than indicators such as test scores and course credits. Moreover, if teachers with a 

probationary license were required to demonstrate an acceptable level of proficiency 

in producing value-added achievement gains, teacher training programs would have 

to become more concerned with whether their graduates were able to produce 

achievement, not with whether they adhere to learner-centered orthodoxy. In addi­

tion, value-added assessment could be used to evaluate teachers for tenure and 

merit pay decisions. 

Over the years, the public has assumed that teachers are trained to produce acade­

mic achievement. In fact. most teachers have been trained to use learner-centered 

instruction. It is a subtle but critical discrepancy. A change to an achievement-oriented 

indicator of teacher preparedness would stir significant change in most teacher­

training programs. They would either have to begin emphasizing skills that enable 

teachers to be effective or fail to produce licensable graduates. Programs that have 

traditionally taught result-oriented methods, however, would only have to fine tune 

their efforts. 

Used in conjunction with a well-validated achievement test. value-added assessment 

can provide officials with an indicator of teacher preparedness that is aligned with the 

public's priorities and independent of those of the teacher education community. If 

policymakers want teacher training dedicated to results rather than idealism, a change 

to value-added teacher assessment might be the single most effective action they 

could take. 
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Debating Alternative 
Teacher Certification: 
A Trial by Achievement 

Michael Kwiatkowski 

The number of teachers who enter the classroom through "alternative" routes is 
small today, but expected to grow. States and districts increasingly turn to alternative 
certification to widen the pool of teaching candidates with background in high-demand 
specialties, candidates from under-represented groups, or those prepared to teach 
in challenging settings. Studies show that alternative certification does increase the 
representation of teachers with these qualities. While existing studies of the effects 
of these teachers on student achievement have limitations, most researchers have 
concluded that alternative route teachers are at least as effective as their conven­
tionally-trained counterparts, if not more so. This report concludes that, while 
alternative certification is a promising reform, it will not have a real effect until 
other issues like teacher salaries and working conditions are also addressed. 

The Many Faces of Alternative Certification 

A rapidly expanding force has emerged in teacher education: the opportunity for 

school districts, universities, and other educational agencies to offer certification for 

teachers who complete an in-district teacher preparation program. This contrasts 

with the traditional approach of awarding teacher certification as part of an education 

baccalaureate program mainly accomplished through a college or university. It's not 

an easy alternative to complete, usually; it's not inexpensive, unless there are few 

other options: it's not common, yet: and it is already one of the most hotly debated 

issues since chalk first met blackboard. 

From 1983 to 1996, over 50,000 teachers received training and certification 

through Altern4tive Certification (AC) programs nationwide. This figure does not 

include thousands more who are now enrolled in newly emerging alternative pro­

grams. 1 While the number of teachers certified through AC is a relatively small per­

centage of the total number of teachers certified, the trend is expected to accelerate. 
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Driving this trend is a quest to enhance education through at least four important 

goals: 

I) increase the teaching pool of those competent in high-demand educational 

specialties, 

2) increase the participation of under-represented teachers, 

3) increase staffing levels of urban schools or "difficult settings," and 

4) decrease the need for emergency credentialling to meet teacher shortages, 

although emergency certification is also a form of AC. 

Thus, the supposed strength of AC lies in its potential to attract and hold a segment 

of the population not currently engaged in education. Of course there are numerous 

related sub-issues to these goals-economics, policy, power, tradition, professional­

ism, public perception, and the current distressed state of American education, to 

name only a few. Too often drowned out is the more central issue of student 

achievement. 

Like many contemporary innovations in education, AC actually has roots extending 

back several decades in teacher preparation. Martin Haberman noted that it was a 

common practice in the nineteenth century for each school district to hire and certify 

its own teachers. 2 Large districts eventually developed their own "Normal Schools" 

of teaching practice with a system of testing for licensure. Normal Schools often grew 

into teacher colleges, then became state colleges, and finally developed into universi­

ties. As these colleges grew, teacher training left the aegis of the district and was 

assumed under a baccalaureate program. If there is irony in AC. then it is a return to 

the traditional source of teacher training. School districts have been and will continue 

to be ultimately responsible for the quality, and thus, the preparation of its teachers. 

Part of the AC controversy stems from a lack of clarity of which kind of AC is under 

discussion; it's a shibboleth covering state and district training programs rigorous and 

weak. The National Center for Education, through Alternative Teacher Certification: 

A State-by-State Analysis / 996, delineated that eight types of AC may be found 

nationwide: 

Class A is the category reserved for those programs that meet the following 

criteria: 

• The program has been designed for the explicit purpose of attracting talented 

individuals who already have at least a bachelor's degree in a field other than 

education into elementary and secondary school teaching. 

• The program is not restricted to shortages, secondary grade levels, or subject 

areas. 
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• The alternative teacher certification programs in these states involve teaching 

with a trained mentor, and formal instruction that deals with the theory and 

practice of teaching during the school year-and sometimes in the summer 

before and/or after. 

Class B: Teacher certification routes that have been designed specifically to bring 

talented individuals who already have at least a bachelor's degree into teaching. 

These programs involve specially designed mentoring and formal instruction. 

However, these states either restrict the program to shortages and/or secondary 

grade levels and/or subject areas. 

Class C: These routes entail review of academic and professional background, 

transcript analysis. They involve specially (individually) designed inservice and 

course-taking necessary to reach competencies required for certification, if applica­

ble. The state and/or local school district have major responsibility for program design. 

Class D: These routes entail review of academic and professional background, 

transcript analysis. They involve specially (individually) designed inservice and 

course-taking necessary to reach competencies required for certification, if applica­

ble. An institution of higher education has major responsibility for program design. 

Class E: These post-baccalaureate programs are based at an institution of higher 

education. 

Class F: These programs are basically emergency routes. The prospective 

teacher is issued some type of emergency certificate or waiver which allows the 

individual to teach, usually without any on-site support or supervision, while taking 

the traditional teacher education courses requisite for full certification. 

Class G: Programs in this class are for persons who have very few requirements 

left to fulfill before becoming certified through the traditionally approved college 

teacher education program route, e.g., persons certified in one state moving to 

another; persons certified in one endorsement area seeking to become certified 

in another. 

Class H: This class includes those routes that enable a person who has some 

"special" qualifications, such as a well-known author or Nobel Prize winner, to 

teach certain subjects. 

Class I: These states reported in 1995 that they were not implementing 

alternatives to the approved college teacher education program route for 

licensing teachers. 3 

Complicating this arrangement even more is that some states and districts may have 

any combination of programs while others may choose to implement just one. All 

fifty states allow for some form of AC, although several have declined implementation 
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at this point. Appendix A details the various state programs offering 

alternative certification. 

States electing to implement alternative certification have, on average, 

two of the eight programs. Georgia has the most with six AC pro­

grams; followed by New Hampshire with five; California and New 

York with four; seven states have chosen three programs: fifteen 

states went with two programs: and twenty-two states decided on 

just one program. The most popular license is Class F (emergency 

routes) with fifteen states including it in their options. Class A and Class 

D have each been selected by thirteen states. Class C is included in 

twelve states; Class B and Class G are each included in eleven states: 

and Class E and Class H are each included in eight states. Of the nine­

ty-plus plus AC programs found nationwide, each one may be given 

numerous working titles at the state, county, and district levels. The 

research dilemmas become apparent when one is faced with a single 

label that covers a multitude of varieties. 

If You Build It, Will They Comet 

Yes, and many of them bring the gifts of maturity and experience. 

Before looking at who is attracted to alternative certification, one 

needs to become familiar with the extensive research into career 
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changers just prior to opting for the educational switch: they form the pool of appli­

cants. Traci Bliss' 1990 study of Connecticut's AC program delineated four categories 

of would-be teachers. 

Career Explorers - approximately 25 percent of the total group, these range in age 

from their mid-20s to early 30s and have spent some years in one or more pro­

fessions such as law, journalism, marketing, research, computer programming, 

insurance adjustment, acting, and social services. 

Career Changers - constituting 20 percent of the group, these are generally in 

their mid-30s to late 40s, have had a long-standing and successful career, and now 

wish to make a change. This group includes anthropologists, a graphic designer, 

symphony conductor, university vice-president, and news magazine editor. 

Second-Career Individuals - composing 15 percent of the class, these have retired 

from their original careers and include several research scientists and corporate 

executives, a judge, nuclear submarine commander, and foreign service diplomat. 

Educators - approximately 40 percent of the class and the largest category within 

the program, this group consists of committed teachers who are not yet certified 

to teach in Connecticut public schools-long-term substitutes, independent school 

teachers, and a handful of college professors and instructors.4 
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Of course, Connecticut is considered unique in its program goals. Not faced with 

immediate teacher shortages, it chose to use AC as a means to further refine and 

heighten its teacher preparation standards. Not all AC recruitment may be as pros­

perous in the choice of applicants. 

Similarly, the work of Crow, Levine, and Nager, using New York teacher applicants, 

differentiated among Homecomers-where entering teaching resembled a psychologi­

cal homecoming: teaching was a dream come true. "They believe their earlier plans 

to teach were thwarted by negative parental and societal attitudes, market forces, 

and/or financial obligations."5 The Converted-those who did not consider teaching 

until some crucial event caused them to reconsider professional plans. Finally, there 

were The Unconverted-while having no previous direct interest in teaching, they 

were loosely coupled to the schools because of their interest in educational reform. 

Additionally, Stevens and Dial reported on a study by Kanchier and Unruh in which 

"Changers indicated that the greatest constraint in their former positions was lack of 

challenge, achievement, and use of skills and ideas. The prime reasons changers left 

the corporation were greater autonomy, disillusionment with the corporation's per­

sonnel policies, greater achievement, better fit of values and work, more challenge, 

and more meaningful work. "6 

However, it would be an unwarranted assumption to simply believe career changers 

generally pack "dissatisfaction" into their baggage wherever they go. Kerr noted the 

research of Fountain which concluded that those who came to teaching as a career 

change expressed greater satisfaction than those who had worked only as teachers.7 

Lutz and Hutton found that when comparing career changers entering AC to tradi­

tionally trained new teachers, the career changers chose the following at a statistically 

significant higher level:B 

• Teaching provides a sense of personal achievement and satisfaction. 

• I was encouraged by persons I respect to enter this field. 

• Teaching provides an opportunity to help the less fortunate. 

• Teaching makes better use of my abilities than other careers. 

• I felt successful in my first career. 

Based on the above information, one could conclude that those who leave their pre­

sent position and seek teaching through alternative certification do so not as a repul­

sion from a negative situation, but as a positive attraction to something they consider 

to be a more worthy occupation. It is not so much leaving the bad as it is going to a 

"bigger good." As Boser and Wiley found in their evaluation of a Tennessee AC pro­

gram, "The program did achieve its original objectives by providing an accelerated 

program that attracted individuals from the target group of academically talented 

persons. "9 But just who is this "target group"? 
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To begin with, if the target is talent, then the target range is huge. "There were 

15,358 school districts delivering education to 41,223,804 students in 80.395 regular 

elementary and secondary schools in the United States in school year 1990-91. 10 

However, within this enormous national stage, "By its very nature, an 

alternative program will attract a different population of participants 

than traditional programs." 11 In effect, one is looking for candidates 

from a broader pool, compared to the conventional market of educa­

tors in general. 

Academic and popular literature abounds with the glaring difference 

in the numbers of minority teachers compared with the number of 

minority students. It is often argued that minority students need a 

diverse teacher staff. especially teachers of racial and ethnic minorities 

as role models. to enhance their academic performance. Martin 

Haberman succinctly states the case, "The disparity between increasing 

enrollment of Hispanic and Black children and the dwindling number 

of minority teachers, even where traditional certification regulations 

are circumvented, portends a worsening of the problem throughout 

the urban school districts." 12 "Nationally, state education data show 

that 9% of teachers and 26% of students are minorities." I 3 And the 

gap between percentages is expected to widen. Smith indicated that 
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projections of the teaching force into the Year 2000 yielded 5 percent minority 

teachers compared to a possible 33 percent minority student population. 14 Stoddart 

noted that for the last twenty years traditional approaches to teacher recruitment 

have been unable to abate this disparity. 15 But alternative certification may show 

promise in this regard. 

Since AC is a relatively new reincarnation, broad and comprehensive research is 

often sparse. However, several studies have been extremely important in showing 

the success of alternative certification in attracting new and under-represented talent. 

Houston, Marshall. and McDavid, in evaluating the AC program vis-a-vis the tradition­

al certification (TC) program at the Houston Independent School District, found 

significant percentage differences among participants in the two programs-more 

older, males, and minorities, as shown below: I 6 

Factor 

Males 

30-40 year age 

African· A.merican 

Hispanic 

Anglo 

AC Program 

24% 

42% 

29% 
22% 
48%. 
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Minority participation in AC resulted in statistically significant changes in the new 

teacher cohort (p= .002). Expanding to the state level, Texas now certifies over 16 
percent of its new teachers through the AC program. 17 Alternative certification is 

now the primary means of attracting minority professionals into teaching. I 8 While 

9 I percent of the Texas public school teachers are Anglo, 43 percent of the teachers 

entering through the state's alternative programs are minority. 19 Additionally, "In 

Texas, alternative certification interns have higher pass rates on certification tests than 

do traditional education graduates. Minorities have markedly higher pass rates than 

minorities who are initially certified through regular channels."20 

Similar to the Houston group, Trish Stoddart comprehensively reviewed alternative 

certification for the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD). From 1985 to 

1995, California's student population increased by 900,000 resulting in a need of 

approximately 90,000 to 190,000 new teachers. Schools in metropolitan Los Angeles 

add about 14,000 students per year. In 1985, approximately 45 percent of all new 

teachers hired by LAUSD were on emergency credentials. In other words, this 

Mother Hubbard-esque dilemma brought severe pressure on changing the way 

business was traditionally conducted. Since the implementation of its AC program 

in 1984, LAUSD trains approximately 96 percent of all the alternatively certified 

teachers in California: approximately 300 candidates a year, or about the entering 

class cohort size of a California State University teacher education program. 2 I 

Stoddart has found a fairly uniform picture of AC success in LAUSD. Citing state 

studies, she found that "In 1984, 775 students graduated nationally with a degree in 

mathematics education, I 03 from California institutions. In the same year, LAU SD 

began training 30 new math teachers, about 4% of the national figure and 16% of 

the California figure. Also in 1984, 702 science education majors graduated nationally, 

191 from California institutions. In 1984-1985, LAUSD began training 64 new sci­

ence teachers or approximately 9% of national production and 34% of California 

production. "22 Continuing, Stoddart concluded that, "These figures suggest that dis­

trict-run alternative certification programs can recruit candidates in high demand sub­

ject areas to teach in hard-to-staff urban schools, and they reduce the need to hire 

teachers on emergency credentials. "23 

Besides the ability of LAUSD's AC program to attract difficult-to-fill subject-matter 

positions, it does an equally admirable job of attracting minority teachers. In a 1987 
cohort hiring assessment Stoddart found: 24 

• Minority English teachers: 33.3% through AC: 0% (zero) TC. 

• Minority mathematics teachers: 36.1 % through AC: 9.0% TC. 

In an earlier study, Stoddart noted that: 

The LAUSD intern program (AC) was recruiting minority teachers at a much 

higher rate than the percentage recruited through traditional university routes. 
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Over the 6 years since the program's inception, almost one-third (307 out of 

I I 00), of the teachers recruited through the intern program have been from 

minority groups-12% were Hispanic, 9% Black, 6% Asian. It could be argued 

that this comparatively high recruitment rate for minorities is a function of 

California's ethnic diversity. The LAUSD Intern Program, however, recruits 

minorities at a much higher rate than the California State University System 

(CSU). The most recent figures from CSU show that in 1986-1987 about 

13% of teachers recommended for credentialling from the institution were 

from minority groups (compared to LAUSD's 33%).25 

Caution must be exercised before leaping to a conclusion, especially when based on 

just two cases of extraordinary success, but optimism is justified. New Jersey's 

success in expanding its hiring pool through alternative certification, especially its 

ability to increase minority teacher representation from 9 percent to 20 percent is 

documented in studies by Feistritzer and Chester and Natriello and Zumwalt. 26 

Continued investigations have yielded similar results in other areas: 

• Transitioning military personnel into teaching27 

• Hiring for specific content and curriculum28 

• Attracting teachers in bilingual education29 

• Hiring more vocational education, mathematics, and science 

teachers30 

• Increasing special education teachers3 1 

In a comprehensive study of recruiting teachers through AC, the 

RAND Corporation concluded that: 

These nontraditional programs also appear to be attracting substan­

tially more minority candidates than are other teacher preparation 

programs. Overall, 20% of the nontraditional recruits are minority 

group members (compared to) only 9% of all candidates newly 

qualified to teach. 

Whether due to location, financial aid, or active recruitment, these 

programs appear to be successful at recruiting minority candi­

dates. 32 

However, concerning hard-to-fill subject-matter specialties, the same 

report cautioned that "Those recruits who do come from a scientific 

working background are more likely to come from the lower paying 
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technical. support, and service fields than they are from the professional and manage­

rial fields. Those coming from nonscience fields are also drawn disproportionately 

from jobs in the lower salary ranges. "33 "Nontraditional teacher preparation pro-
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grams cannot fully overcome other attributes of teaching that make recruitment and 

retention of teachers difficult. .. 34 

Hawley's work echoed the above sentiments about minority and subject matter 

specialty teachers. He too concluded that ·~ttracting candidates to areas of teacher 

shortages through AC does not alter most of the conditions which contribute to the 

shortages-such as low salaries, poor working conditions, and status of teaching as a 

profession. Thus, it can be expected that the demand for teachers in certain urban 
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and rural areas, mathematics, some sciences, special education, and 

bilingual education will continue to exceed the supply."35 

One possible factor working against AC recruiting efforts is the cost. 

Hawley found that it costs about 75 percent more to prepare a 

teacher in a well-designed AC program compared to a TC program. 

Intensive training like alternative certification does not come cheaply. 36 

McKibbin cited data indicating that the LAUSD AC program costs 

approximately $1,300 per year for each intern (in 1988 dollars).37 

Guyton, Fox, and Sisk found that an AC program in Georgia spent 

over $I I ,000 per candidate, but this included food and housing subsi­

dies. 38 Texas' AC program has training costs, which average about 

$3,400 per intern per year, deducted from the interns' salaries. 39 

In education, as in most other occupations, it is not surprising that 

even an expeditious approach like AC cannot do everything and do 

it cheaply. It is a complex and multi-faceted world calling for diverse 

and creative approaches to solve real-world problems; in other 

words-trade offs. Be that as it may, Hawley still concluded that ·~c 

programs, in comparison to TC programs, have attracted proportionately more 

males, persons over 25, minorities, and persons who have majored in college math, 

science, and foreign languages."40 

After They Enter, Will They Stay? 

Yes, and their persistence could well make the program cost-effective. 

Few studies have evoked more controversy than Schlechty and Vance's study of 

teacher preparation and retention. 41 Their critics have come and gone, while their 

work remains seminal to the field of education. The conclusion that an estimated 40 

to 50 percent of first-year teachers will not be teaching in seven years indicates that 

voting with feet is still popular-teaching is too often too damn tough, regardless of 

the public fantasies about vacations, hours, and blithe spirits. 

Persistence rates are obviously important to any training program, but maybe not real 

important. If they were real important, then traditional certification would have folded 

long ago. After all, following years of costly college training and district orientation 
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expenses, what other profession aside from education would risk abandoning so 

many of its future generations? 

While alternative certification might not be able to ameliorate the many forces that 

drive teachers out of the profession, AC teachers tend to persist in greater numbers. 

Adams and Dial, using a population of 2,452 Anglo, African American, and Hispanic 

first-year teachers, examined the characteristics of those leaving a large urban district: 

The risk of leaving the district for women was approximately 37% greater than 

the risk of leaving for men. Teachers who began their teaching careers before 

they were 40 years of age were 43% more likely to leave the district than 

teachers who began their teaching careers at 40 or older. Whites were nearly 

four times as likely to leave the district as Blacks. Whites were 57% more like­

ly to leave the district than Hispanics. Teachers with only a bachelor's degree 

were 68% more likely to leave the district than teachers with a graduate 

degree. Traditionally certified teachers were approximately 19% more likely to 

leave the district than alternatively certified teachers.42 

McKibbin found that in the LAUSD, the annual drop out rate from teaching for AC 

teacher interns was 20 percent compared to 40 percent for TC first-year teachers 

during the same period. 43 Not only did more stay in teaching, but 91 percent of the 

AC interns elected to return to that particular district the next year. 

Stoddart found only a 9 percent attrition rate for AC teachers during 

the first two years. "The program also has a good retention rate for 

minority teachers. Of the 307 minority interns recruited by the district, 

266 are still teaching in LAUSD-an overall retention rate of 87% 

compared to 74% for white interns."44 Again, AC's retention advan­

tage seems to be built into its targeted demographics. 

A RAND Corporation study also found encouraging numbers for AC 

persistence. Seventy-five percent of the alternative certified teachers 

were still teaching two years after program completion, compared to 

just 60 percent of the conventionally certified.45 However, in a Dallas 

study, only 40 percent of the AC interns said they planned to stay in 

teaching, compared to 72 percent of traditionally trained recruits. 46 
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But it makes a difference which AC candidates one asks. Of the group of AC partici­

pants, the new candidates were least likely to say they planned to stay in teaching 

while the mid-career recruits working on a master's degree were most likely planning 

to stay in teaching.47 

In concluding this section, a brief return to Schlechty and Vance is in order. While 

their teacher selection and retention study is perhaps best known for bringing a 

number of educational ills to the light of day, less well known is their entreaty that 

"Responsibility for the professional training of teachers should be divorced from 

institutions of higher education, and teacher education should once again be placed 

224 • BETTER TEACHERS, BETTER SCHOOLS 

.. , 
·.·.,, 



Debating Alternative Teacher Certification: A Trial by Achievement 

where it in fact occurs-in the public schools."48 Perhaps this message of fifteen 

years ago contributed to the current trend of collaborative field-based teacher 

preparation in a growing number of states. 

Alternative Certification and the Urban Setting 

Thus far, alternative certification looks extremely promising in attracting a talented 

new pool of future educators who are more diverse and persistent in their teaching 

career. However, one of the requirements in contemporary education is to translate 

this nontraditional certification approach into increasing the number of teachers for 

urban or special settings. The front page of virtually every newspaper across the 

country has documented the many challenges facing our urban educational settings. 

Does AC better prepare new teachers to assume the responsibilities of this demand­

ing milieu? The work of Emily Feistritzer found several insights. 

Large urban areas of the country have also experienced greater difficulty in 

attracting traditional teacher education graduates. Data collected by the 

American Association for Colleges of Teacher Education show that only 4% of 

undergraduate students studying to be teachers want to teach in inner cities. 

However, data show persons going through alternative certification programs 

are much more interested in working in inner cities. A survey conducted by 

NCEI in 1990 showed that a third of alternate-route teachers, compared with 

I 2% of persons who had entered teaching through traditional routes, said they 

were willing to teach in a large inner city if the demand for teachers was great. 

An additional 21 % of alternative-route teachers said "maybe" they would teach 

in a large inner city. More than one fourth of all public school teachers, 77% of 

returning teachers, and 67% of new hires said "no." More than half of alter­

nate-route teachers said they would be willing to teach in a medium inner city. 

This compared with one third of traditional-route teachers. Half of alternate­

route teachers in both Texas and New jersey are teaching in inner cities.49 

One possible explanation for this difference in attitude is that AC teachers are more 

likely to have experienced their own urban education growing up. Natriello and 

Zumwalt found that AC elementary teachers were more likely to have lived in an 

urban community (22.7 percent) than TC teachers ( 13.6 percent).50 AC English 

teachers were more likely to have come from urban schools ( 16.6 percent) com­

pared to traditionally trained English teachers (I I . I percent). Additionally, AC mathe­

matics teachers were also more likely to have lived in an urban area ( 16.7 percent) 

compared to college-trained mathematics teachers (6.7 percent). Haberman succinct­

ly noted that "most teacher education graduates refuse to work in urban schools. "51 

Then again, most are unfamiliar with these difficult settings. 

The power of "lived experience" is a strong attractant to staff urban settings. Simply 

attending a large city's university-based teacher training program is not potent enough 
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to encourage candidates to remain in city schools. "Most future teach­

ers who complete teacher education programs in metropolitan univer­

sities behave like their counterparts in nonmetropolitan universities. 

They seek and obtain positions in small towns and suburbs while 

trying to remain as close to home as possible."52 

Stoddart's work with LAUSD may well set the conclusions in stone: 

70 percent of the AC interns grew up and attended school in a city 

compared to only 22 percent of teacher education students. 53 

Additionally. 70 percent of the AC interns, compared to only 18 per­

cent of TC interns, said that they would prefer to teach in an urban 
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school. Preference is one thing: effectively working with students is quite another. 

How do the two groups view their big-city students? Does prior location of early 

education experiences shape present teaching attitude? 

Ninety-five percent of elementary (AC) interns, 95% of secondary English 

(AC) interns, and 81 % of secondary mathematics (AC) interns believe that low 

income and minority students are capable of learning higher order concepts in 

the subject areas they teach. In contrast, only 76% of elementary (TC) teacher 

education candidates, 70% of English (TC) teacher education candidates, and 

60% of mathematics (TC) teacher education candidates held the same expec­

tations. At least one third of the traditional teacher education candidates 

believed these students should be only taught basic skills in reading, writing 

and grammar, and arithmetic. 54 

Stoddart proceeded to cite research indicating that AC teachers not only held higher 

expectations for low-income and minority students but also attempted to develop 

curriculum and instructional techniques responsive to the needs of diverse learners. 

Their approaches to teaching were often based as learners, on prior life-skills, and 

previous work experience. 

The alternative route candidates are also more likely to hold high expectations 

for low-income and minority students than the teacher education graduates 

and to take more responsibility for students' academic success or failure. 

The university-certified novice teachers found it difficult to relate to students 

who were different from themselves. They emphasized the difference 

between themselves and the low-income and minority students they were 

teaching. Most held a "cultural deficit" perspective on student achievement 

and believed that their poor and minority student's lack of enriching life experi­

ences made it difficult for them to function as autonomous learners or under­

stand higher-order concepts. 55 

However, given the multitude of problems associated with urban schools, AC must 

not be seen as a panacea for years of neglect and discrimination. Stoddart's conclu­

sions included serious doubt if a single AC program could do anything to help 
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improve instruction for at-risk students. This doubt is very healthy. Given the state of 

contemporary urban schools, even the best AC program may only be a young gallant 

David without a sling. 

The Many Challenges of AC Research 

When discussing an educational evaluation of alternative certification, since the field 

is so new, one actually spends most of the conversation discussing the state of AC 

research. Evaluation implies a solid grounding in definition and dependent variables; 

one knows what to look for and how to interpret it. The introductory section of this 

report delineated eight different types of AC. Knowing that states could implement 

any and all makes tracking AC effectiveness almost impossible, at least for now. With 

rare exception, the AC studies included in this report, or appearing elsewhere, never 

defined which kind of AC program was under consideration. Remember, the AC pro­

grams before us are just in their infancy, and like with any infant, one spends most of 

the time feeding and changing them. However, some preliminary observations are 

being made. 

First, the caveats. While most states have some form of a working alternative certifi­

cation program, little research, especially data-based studies, has been published on 

the topic. "What is missing are reports of studies that provide analyses of actual data 

which support or refute a contention about possible outcomes of alternative certifica­

tion. Of the few which have collected and analyzed data, the generalizability of the 

studies has been limited because the available samples were limited."56 Boser and 

Wiley noted that measuring the success of teacher preparation programs is difficult 

at best; "until valid measures of teaching performance become accepted, it is not 

possible to make quantitative comparisons between teachers from different prepara­

tion programs. "57 Often, studies do not compare teacher training programs within 

the same district, choosing instead to compare in-district teachers with state or 

national samples.58 Additionally, the previously discussed array of AC definitions 

makes it difficult to compare alternative certification to other forms of licensure.59 

This problem is not unique to a comparison of AC and TC programs, but is repre­

sentative of the general state of educational research. 60 Trish Stoddart encapsulated 

the necessary research vigilance: "findings indicate the need for caution in making 

generalizations about either form of teacher preparation; they demonstrate the 

importance of comparative research which looks at the influence of type of teacher 

preparation, level of schooling, teaching assignment, social and geographical context, 

and individual biography on learning to teach. u6 I 

Yet there is no shortage of suggestions in how to conduct rigorous evaluations. 

Alternative certification researchers call for investigations that tie outcomes to specific 

processes: 62 measuring outcomes against stated goals or comparing success on clear­

ly stated criteria;63 and instituting longitudinal protocols. 64 Examination of alternative 

certification is often a study in contrasts; some educators prefer to freely editorialize 
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that the impact of AC is unfavorable.65 while others are the very model of rigor and 

intelligence. 66 

Evaluation research into program effectiveness may even seem contradictory when 

done thoroughly. Evaluation of the alternative certification program in New Jersey 

is illustrative. Natriello and Zumwalt essentially gave it a favorable evaluation in 

achieving several recruitment goals;67 in contrast, Smith was highly crit-

ical of its management, organization, and teacher effectiveness.68 

Determining the effectiveness of the New Jersey program was increas­

ingly complicated when researchers reported that "despite extraordi­

nary efforts by the state of New Jersey to recruit AC candidates with 

strong academic credentials, the candidates actually selected by school 

systems, on average, were from the middle range of the academic 

qualification of those in the selection pool rather than from the top 

one-third or one-fourth of the candidates."69 

Despite the incipient and problematic characteristics of AC!fC evalua­

tions, interesting research is surfacing. Stoddart found that there were 

no significant differences between the AC(fC groups in LAUSD. "The 

The alternative 

route teachers 

were as 

instructionally 

effective as 

their university­

educated 

counterparts. 

researchers concluded that the alternative route teachers, as a group, were as 

instructionally effective as their university-educated counterparts."70 McKibbin came 

to a similar conclusion.7 1 Adelman, Bogart, and Michie found that AC programs were 

producing teachers more skilled than their TC colleagues. 72 Rodman found that AC 

participants scored higher on the National Teachers Examination than TC 

participants. 73 

A Connecticut AC evaluation found that: 

(Eighty-eight percent) of supervisors felt that Alternate Route teachers were 

stronger than other beginning teachers in personal qualities; they described the 

Alternate Route teachers as mature, hard-working, committed to teaching, will­

ing to improve, willing to be active in all school activities, conscientious, having 

self-esteem. caring, creative. flexible and enthusiastic. Supervisors' overall reac­

tion to these new teachers was extremely positive. All but three respondents 

(94 percent) indicated they would gladly rehire their particular [Alternate Route 

teacher]. 74 

Lutz and Hutton uncovered a similar thread in the Dallas AC program. AC teachers 

significantly outperformed TC teachers on teacher advisor ratings and on a number 

of other indicators leading the researchers to conclude that the "program did indeed 

provide (Dallas) with quality teachers. "75 

A collection of research investigations found that while not necessarily better, alterna­

tive certification teachers were at least equally effective compared to traditionally 

trained teachers. 76 Interestingly, when pooling a large list of variables for use in step­

wise regression and discriminate function analyses, Lutz and Hutton found no signifi-
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cant predictors of AC intern success entered into the equations. 77 The way ahead 

lies essentially uncharted, inviting much continued exploration. "Too little program 

evaluation is underway. n78 

A subset of program evaluation pertains to student achievement, perhaps the litmus 

test of any program's true worthiness. While this is an extremely important pursuit. 

little information is being generated. Darling-Hammond, in trying to compare "alter­

nate route candidates" with "trained teachers" found student achievement gains 

were significantly lower for the AC candidates.79 (Of course!) Cornett found that the 

students of AC teachers in her study scored as well on achievement tests as those 

students taught by traditionally trained teachers. 80 Hawley summarizes the student 

achievement dilemma: "How effective are TC teachers, in comparison to AC teach­

ers, in facilitating student learning? The research on AC programs does not provide 

good evidence on this question. Studies which rate the performance of AC and 

TC teachers tend to show little difference in ratings and there is little research on 

whether the students of AC and TC teachers achieve at different levels. "81 Where 

can one turn to for direction on these matters? Perhaps Lutz and Hutton provide 

some harmony in the cacophony of AC research through the "Characteristics of a 

Carefully 

designed 

alternative 

certification 

programs offer 

a way to deal 

with teacher 

shortages that 

is superior to 

the granting 

of emergency 

certificates. 

Good Program" section of their research report. 82 Ultimately, it may 

not matter which alternative program is implemented as much as how 
the program is integrated into the district. Their work invites unanimity 

in establishing best practice principles through which evaluative 

research may take place. 

The Numbers Are Foreboding 

Before proceeding further, it is necessary to clear up some loose ends, 

i.e., issues related to school conditions as a learning workplace and 

the supply of teachers in the market. Fetler provided a case-in-point­

California: 232,000 teachers were employed in 1996.83 However, by 

2005 an estimated 300,000 will be needed, an increase of 29 percent, 

to offset an expected 18 percent increase in students. Reasons for this 

projected increased teacher need include not just continued public 

school enrollment growth but an accelerated effort to reduce class size 

through state legislation.84 Some school districts must use emergency 

credentialing when faced with a teacher shortage. Emergency creden­

tialing means that the teacher is allowed to work even with little or no training and 

often with scant, if any, supervision. Does alternative certification mean an end to the 

dreaded emergency credentialling practice found in some school districts? While stud­

ies on this issue are emerging, a certain amount of logical speculation may lead to an 

informed answer at this juncture-probably yes and no. Nationally, approximately I 

percent of working teachers have emergency credentials. 85 But national figures are 

irrelevant to the argument because emergency credentialing is often a local issue, 

where pockets of under-staffed schools repeatedly seek immediate relief. It is not 
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that we need just more teachers-we need more teachers HERE! and THERE! 

Alternative certification does get districts moving in the right direction. 

Carefully designed alternative certification programs offer a way to deal with 

teacher shortages that are superior to the granting of emergency certificates: 

alternative certification offers a career path into teaching for the academically 

qualified person who seeks a teaching position but lacks the means or oppor­

tunity for a period of sustained professional training. Alternative certification 

relieves some of the political pressure built up by the demand for choice and 

for a deregulated economy.B6 

Unfortunately, as Darling-Hammond noted in a review of pertinent research, the 

number of needed emergency credentials far surpasses the total output of AC pro­

grams both nationally and by state.B7 Even in cities that produce and use AC teachers 

in record number, the number of hired emergency teachers is still greater: "districts 

do not have the resources" including the financial resources cited earlier in this 

report.BB For instance, in the fall of 1986, 2,200 teachers were hired in LAUSD, 60 
percent of whom received emergency certificates, with no professional training. B9 

This is where education numbers make for a precarious weird science. In California, 

if districts needed to reduce the average class size by just one student, an additional 

I 0,000 teachers would be needed (along with $400 million).90 Therefore, a few 

thoughts must be devoted to looking at the teacher employment picture. 

One does not have to be a Nobel Prize winner to understand that the teacher job 

market is punctuated by cycles of high and low surplus. The future existence and 

amplitude of these cycles is hotly debated. 91 One of the clearest explications of the 

issues is found in Charles Kerchner's "Shortages and Gluts of Public School Teachers: 

There Must Be a Policy Problem Here Somewhere."92 Historically, at least prior to 

alternative certification, districts or states could increase teacher applications not by 

raising salaries but by lowering standards. "A teacher shortage is measured by lack of 

credentialed applicants rather than the lack of highly qualified persons"93 

The more manipulable incentives to enter teaching have to do with salary and 
structuring the quality of teacher work life (emphasis added). Both involve 

money, but it is difficult to foresee a market response in which wages will 

increase salaries rapidly enough to attract those who have other professional 

labor market options. 94 

The twin issues of salary and working conditions have led to a problematic transfor­

mation in education: some observers claim that those who historically went into 

teaching, those who wanted to live on teaching wages and work in bureaucratic and 

deteriorating schools, have tended to be some of the least academically talented and 

the most poorly prepared. 95 Of course, many disagree with this contention, 96 while 

others have noted that teacher candidate curriculum is a host of irrelevant contrac­

tions which get quickly "washed out" by actual teaching experience. 97 
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Extending this supply and demand discussion is well beyond the intent of this report, 

except for how it depletes the strength of alternative certification programs in attract­

ing minority applicants and urban teacher candidates. 98 There is a very strong under­

tow working against the promises of AC. "Most minorities in the university are pursu­

ing degrees in business, engineering, and social science"99 leaving behind teaching 

and instead "choosing other jobs which offer better pay, more opportunities for 

advancement, and better work conditions." 100 

Teacher salary has often been a point for heated debate; "More money would bring 

better candidates currently going to more lucrative positions" goes the argument. 

O.K. Assume that we raise teacher wages by $I 0,000, making them roughly compa­

rable to police officers. '/\llan Odden points out that to raise 'the average salary of 

all 2. I million United States teachers by $I 0,000, to make teaching more financially 

competitive with other jobs that require equivalent training, would cost more than 

$20 billion.' This comes to more than $500 per pupil" 101 political suicide for policy 

makers. 

Haberman offers numerous ways to attract more minority teachers, though his 

points apply to all applicants. His suggestions include increasing salaries, raising the 

status of classroom teachers, empowering teachers, and working much more closely 

with talented students in community colleges, among others. But one suggestion 

echoes the research cited earlier about AC teachers in urban settings: "If we are truly 

committed to increasing the number of minority teachers, then improving the quality 

of preschool, elementary, and secondary schools in urban areas is the key, since most 

future minority teachers attend urban schools." 102 In a more systems-theory orienta­

tion to increase minority teachers, the "Stilwell Approach" delineates eight program­

matic steps with fifty-two directly identifiable and accountable district and school-site 

activities. 103 

Gordon noted that "people of color do not choose teaching as a career because 

incentives such as salary, prestige, and social mobility are low relative to alternative 

careers now available;" "a problem not solvable in the present social conditions." 104 

Gordon's qualitative research with 140 teachers found numerous reasons why 

minorities do not select a teaching career; most salient here are low status, low pay, 

negative image, and bad schools. It is not just would-be-teachers rejecting education, 

but their sources of support, especially family and friends, are discouraging the choice 

for exactly the same reasons. If most of one's world says no-then even a gold-plat­

ed red-carpeted AC program stands little chance of significantly increasing minority 

enrollment. subject specialists, and urban teachers. As is so often the case in educa­

tion, the social context supercedes the school context, including employment. 

Moving the AC Debate into a Viable Future 

The weird science of alternative certification research means working on many fronts 

simultaneously; incorporating the data on student achievement; untangling fiscal rela-
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