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he relative value of alternative vs. traditional teacher preparation remains
a highly debated issue, with conclusive answers not immediately apparent. Researchers at SRI International were among the early reporters of
the methodological constraints in examining this topic—constraints that, they
noted, seemed likely to increase. They reported the blurring of the lines between
alternative and traditional routes, finding more variation within a single preparation program than across programs, in terms of the training teacher candidates
are offered, their experiences in their programs, and their effectiveness when
they become teachers. They concluded that “program-to-program comparisons
make no sense.”1
These constraints remain true today. Eduventures, Inc. recently noted that
“Research comparing ‘alternative programs’ to ‘traditional programs’ has yielded
murky results, primarily because programs are so diverse and incorporate varying
types and intensity of program components, so direct comparisons are incredibly difficult.”2 The Department of Education’s latest annual report on teacher
quality3 states that among the three types of teacher preparation programs—traditional, alternative based at institutions of higher education (IHEs), and alternative not based at IHEs—the vast majority (92%) are IHE-based. This means
that only 8% of all preparation programs are not higher education-affiliated.
These data further illustrate the confounding of efforts to distinguish “traditional” from “alternative” preparation. Perhaps most compelling is the recent
report on teacher preparation from the National Research Council, which noted
the unlikelihood that there is one best pathway to high-quality preparation for
teachers. It concluded, “… there is currently little definitive evidence that particular approaches to teacher preparation yield teachers whose students are more
successful than others.”4
In contrast, research by Eduventures, Inc., through its Schools of Education
Learning Collaborative,5 indicates that university-based programs overseen by
schools of education “more commonly incorporate elements linked to increased
student achievement.” These elements include longer field placements and student teaching experiences, subject- or content-specific course work, field work
in a location similar to the teacher’s first job, field work in a grade level similar to
the teacher’s first job, and course work in child development.6
AACTE believes it is important to monitor and seriously consider new
research findings that may illuminate effective aspects of preparation and ultimately lead to its improvement. Innovation in educator preparation has seen
monumental growth over the past decade and continues apace—with new and
creative teacher preparation methods including online programs, coteaching
models, residencies, apprenticeships, and creative applications of technology,
such as the use of student and teacher avatars—to name just a few. Our stance is
to encourage well-reasoned innovation and new “alternatives” that have strong
potential for improving the quality of teaching and student learning. A compelling example is the widely acknowledged salutary effects of extended clinical
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practice offered by residency and other heavily school-based
programs.
The following is a sampling of findings from studies that
have attempted to differentiate ‘alternative’ and ‘traditional’
preparation. However, as just noted, distinctions are becoming increasingly blurred. AACTE is interested in focusing on
the most productive models, regardless of their designation.

Background
Effects on Student Achievement
A summary of research on the impact of teachers prepared
by a major national alternative teacher preparation program,
Teach for America (TFA), by Heilig & Jez in 2010 revealed
a mixed picture, with results affected by the experience level
of the TFA teachers and the group of teachers with whom
they are compared. Studies found that, when the comparison
group is other teachers in the same schools who are less likely
to be certified or traditionally prepared, novice TFA teachers
perform equivalently, and experienced TFA teachers perform
comparably in raising reading scores and slightly better in raising math scores. The question for most districts, however, is
whether TFA teachers do as well as or better than the credentialed non-TFA teachers with whom districts aim to staff their
schools. On this question, studies indicate that the students
of novice TFA teachers perform significantly less well in reading and mathematics than those of credentialed beginning
teachers.7
An analysis of the 2009 national study of alternative certification conducted by Mathematica Policy Research for the
U.S. Department of Education8 found that, compared to
matched teachers in their hard-to-staff, high-minority schools
(who were less well trained than most teachers nationally),
alternatively certified teachers, who were still taking course
work while teaching, produced significantly lower student
achievement gains. Controlling for experience, alternatively
certified teachers did noticeably less well than their counterparts in mathematics across the entire sample. Further, teachers from the “low course work” alternative routes actually
lowered their students’ achievement scores between fall and
spring. Those from “high course work” alternative programs
performed somewhat better, and their traditionally prepared
counterparts achieved the largest student gains—an increase
of about two NCEs (normal curve equivalent points)—over
the course of the year in reading and mathematics.9 A more
recent review of this study by Eduventures, Inc., noted that it
had some “serious methodology flaws which made the findings difficult to interpret”—saying it was based on a biased
sample and the findings have been largely oversimplified by
the press and misinterpreted by the public. “The data from the
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Mathematica study actually indicates that teachers from ‘high
course work’ traditional routes impacted student achievement
most positively. As a result, it is concerning that this study has
largely influenced policy and public perception.”10
A 2008 study of 3,766 New York City beginning teachers addressed the effects of teacher qualifications on student
achievement. Researchers Boyd, Langford, Loeb, Rockoff, and
Wyckoff found that students of new teachers who graduated
from college-based preparation programs achieved significantly larger gains in reading/language arts in grades 4-8 and
in mathematics in grades 4-5 than did students of beginning
teachers prepared through alternative routes such as TFA and
the New York Teaching Fellows.11 Although TFA and Teaching Fellows educators who stayed in teaching became more
effective in later years as they gained experience and training,
most left teaching much earlier than other teachers. By Year
4, more than 50% of the alternative program entrants and
85% of TFA candidates had left, compared to 37% of collegeprepared teachers. In a later study using this same data base,
the researchers also found that both certification and experience had large, significant effects on student achievement. Not
being certified at the time a teacher taught a math course to
fourth or fifth graders reduced student achievement by about
two thirds of the large gain attributable to teachers’ 1st year of
teaching experience.12
A well-controlled study conducted in 2005 using longitudinal, individual-level student data from Houston examined
fourth and fifth graders’ achievement gains on six different
reading and mathematics tests over a 6-year period. Researchers Darling-Hammond, Holtzman, Gatlin, and Heilig found
that certified teachers consistently produced stronger student
achievement gains than did uncertified teachers including
TFA recruits. Controlling for teacher experience, degrees,
and student characteristics, uncertified TFA recruits were less
effective than certified teachers, and performed about as well
as other uncertified teachers. TFA recruits who became certified after 2 or 3 years did about as well as other certified teachers in supporting student achievement gains; however, nearly
all would leave within 3 years.13
A 2007 study of ninth and tenth grade teachers was conducted by the Duke University team of Clotfelter, Ladd, and
Vigdor, again utilizing 10 years of rich longitudinal data on
teachers and students in North Carolina. The results of this
high school study revealed that increased student performance
on state-required end-of-course tests was significantly and
positively related to their teachers’ having completed a preservice program of preparation—rather than entering through
the state’s “lateral route”—and being certified in their subject
area. The authors concluded, “We find compelling evidence
that teacher credentials, particularly licensure and certifica-
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tion, affect student achievement in systematic ways and that
the magnitudes are large enough to be policy relevant.”14

Effects on African
American Students
A large national study of 4,400 early elementary children
from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study examined
achievement gaps and teacher qualifications using value-added
methods. Released in 2009, the report found that students
who had a certified teacher for most of their early school experience scored significantly higher in reading than students
with uncertified or alternatively certified teachers. Students
with fully certified teachers for at least 2 of the 3 grade levels studied averaged 1.5 IRT units greater growth per year.
Teacher certification accounted for 8% of the growth in reading achievement and was particularly influential in predicting
growth for African American students. Having fully certified
teachers narrowed the academic gap between African American students and European American students across the early
elementary grades.15

Effects on English
Language Learners
A 2011 study in four Texas school districts compared the
achievement of students of TFA and traditionally prepared
teachers of mathematics and English language arts/reading.
Both students at the elementary (grades 3-8) and secondary
(grades 9-11) level were included in the study. Researchers
Ware, LaTurner, Okulicz-Kozaryn, Garland, and Klopfenstein, in their concluding remarks, voiced concern regarding
the fact that lower gains in ELA/reading were evident for elementary and high school Hispanic students of TFA teachers.
They encouraged TFA staff to “review their teacher training
and support systems to ensure an additional focus on teaching
strategies to support Hispanic students.”16
The above-mentioned 2005 study by Darling-Hammond
et al. also found that the negative effects on student achievement of uncertified TFA teachers were most pronounced for
limited-English-proficient students who took the district tests
in Spanish.17

Effects on Teacher Retention
Research shows that traditionally prepared educators
stay in teaching longer than those who are alternatively prepared. Findings in 2006 from two longitudinal studies in
New York—those of Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, and
Wyckoff18 and of Kane, Rockoff, and Staiger19—found that
New York Teaching Fellows left at rates just over 50% by
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their 4th year, at which point 80% of TFA recruits, but only
37% of college-prepared teachers, had left teaching. DarlingHammond, Holtzman, et al. found that an average of 80%
of TFA teachers left their jobs in Houston by the 3rd year.20
Glass found that in the Chicago Public Schools, which hires
about 100 TFA teachers each year, fewer than half remained in
teaching for a 3rd year.21

Effects on Teachers’ Sense
of Preparedness
Research also points to the salutary effects of high-quality
and extensive clinical preparation on teacher candidates’ confidence and sense of efficacy as they prepare to become a fulltime “teacher of record.”
A recent analysis by Kee22 of federal School and Staffing
Survey data examined 1,690 1st-year teachers who had pursued either a traditional or an alternative route to teaching.
Her examination of the extent to which program features
relate to new teachers’ feelings of preparedness revealed that
1st-year teachers who have fewer types of education course
work and shorter field experiences feel less well prepared than
teachers whose pedagogical preparation is more complete. This
means, Kee reported, that teachers whose alternative certification programs allow them to begin full-time teaching without
having had course work or field experiences will feel the least
well prepared in their 1st year.
A 2011 survey of 2,500 randomly selected K-12 public
school teachers from the Market Data Retrieval database23
reported that 65% of teachers found their preparation program “Excellent” or “Very Good.” Another 24% reported it
was “Good.” Only 1% of the teachers surveyed rated their
preparation program “Poor.” Traditional-route teachers rated
their preparation programs higher than did alternative-route
teachers. Nearly one in five (18%) alternative-route teachers
indicated their preparation programs were “Okay” or “Poor,”
compared with just 9% of teachers who entered the profession
through college-based teacher education programs.
Humphrey and colleagues found, in their 2008 study of
alternative programs, that candidates with prior classroom
experience were significantly more confident in their abilities to teach than were candidates with no experience. In fact,
87% of candidates with prior experience said they felt they
possessed the necessary skills and knowledge to be effective
teachers, compared to similar responses of only 68% of candidates who had no experience.24 Further, Hammerness et al.
described several studies indicating that, when a well-supervised clinical experience precedes or is conducted jointly with
course work, teacher candidates report becoming more comfortable with the process of learning to teach and are, in fact,
more able to enact what they are learning in practice.25
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A 2007 survey26 queried newly placed teachers—who
were prepared via four different routes—as to their feelings
of preparedness to teach under the challenging circumstances
of their high-need public schools. The study included a random sample of 577 traditionally trained 1st-year teachers and
224 respondents from three alternative programs: TFA, New
Teacher Project, and Troops for Teachers. Findings revealed
that only half of the alternative-route teachers felt they were
prepared for their 1st year of teaching, compared with 80% of
the traditionally prepared teachers. Further, more than half of
the alternative teachers said they had too little time working
with an actual public school teacher in a classroom environment as part of their teacher preparation, whereas only 20% of
the traditionally prepared teachers reported having that problem. Ninety-four percent of the traditionally trained teachers expressed confidence that their students are learning and
responding to their teaching, whereas only 74% of alternativeroute teachers so responded.
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