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Alternative Certification

What is alternative certification?

Research shows that good teaching
matters. The best teachers are able
to get an additional year’s worth of
learning out of their students.

Some studies suggest, moreover,
that having a very good teacher for
four or five years in a row can es-
sentially close the achievement
gap. Yet, there are serious dis-
agreements about what constitutes
an effective teacher as well as what
it takes to prepare teachers well.
The debate has sharpened recently
with concerns about widespread
teacher shortages in some areas of
the country and the pressure to im-
prove the quality of the teaching
force—a requirement of the federal
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.

In an effort to meet the demand for
more teachers while still maintain-
ing or improving quality, many
states have turned to alternative
certification—programs or licens-
ing routes that allow people to en-
ter the teaching profession without
completing a traditional four-year
undergraduate teacher education
program. Alternative certification
programs are all similar in one re-
spect: they must be authorized by
the state. Beyond that, programs
vary greatly on many dimensions:

% Admissions Standards — Some
programs are highly selective, re-
quiring candidates to have at least
a bachelor’s degree, an above av-
erage GPA, and a passing score on
a rigorous screening test. Other
programs have minimal entry re-
quirements, favoring experience

over college credentials or aca-
demic achievement.

% Goals — Some programs seek to
increase the pool of teachers state-
wide, while others aim to create a
larger or more diverse workforce
in

specific communities/districts
(e.g., urban or rural) or specific
content areas (e.g., math or sci-
ence).

% Components — Some programs
provide teaching candidates with
both training before they enter the
classroom and a system of support
from experienced mentors as they
teach. Other programs lack these
components—Iearning takes place
on-the-job with little or no support
or supervision.

% Duration and Intensity — Some
programs require a full year of pre-
service and several years of struc-
tured mentoring. Others allow in-
dividuals to enter the classroom
with only a few weeks of prepara-
tion.

Over the last few years, there has
been an increase in the number of
“fast-track™ alternative programs—
those that offer a short but intense
training before sending prospective
teachers into the classroom. One
example is Teach for America, a
well-known national program that
recruits non-education majors from
prestigious colleges and places
them in high schools after five
weeks of summer training.



In light of all the variation
among alternative routes, some
experts have sought to iden-
tify characteristics of high-
quality programs. Features

that have emerged from the
admittedly thin research base
include the following:

% high entrance standards
and rigorous screening proce-
dures,

% extensive mentoring and
supervision,

% ample training in classroom
basics and teaching methods,

% frequent and substantive
evaluation and feedback, and

+** high exit standards.

Why is alternative certifi-
cation important?

Alternative certification pro-
grams are growing rapidly in
the United States. To date, 46
states and the District of Co-
lumbia offer some type of al-
ternative means of certifying
teachers. According to the Na-
tional Center for Education In-
formation (NCEI), a non-
partisan research organization,
an estimated 200,000 people
have been certified through al-
ternative routes since 1985,
with most growth occurring
during the 1990s. NCEI also
estimates that alternative pro-
grams produce one third of the
teachers needed annually and
will yield even more as the pro-
grams continue to grow. The
U.S. Department of Education
(DOE) has also shown keen
interest in alternative programs,

having authorized billions over the
next five years to recruit and train

To date, 46 states and the
District of Columbia offer
some type of alternative
certification program.

According to estimates,
these programs produce
one-third of the teachers
needed annually.

high-quality teachers through tradi-
tional or alternative certification
routes. What’s more, DOE funds
the American Board for Certifica-
tion of Teacher Excellence, which
has developed a system for certify-
ing skilled professionals who enter
the teaching profession through al-
ternative means. School administra-
tors, too, are eager to try alternative
models of teacher preparation, pri-
marily to ease teacher shortages and
improve the quality of the teaching
force. But whether alternative certi-
fication programs will be able to
develop new pools of qualified
teachers, particularly in the nation’s
neediest districts, is the subject of
fierce debate.

This issue of the Balanced View
examines the arguments for and
against alternative certification. We
also report on the existing body of
research on the topic—the interpre-
tation of which underlies much of
the debate.

What do people say about al-
ternative certification?

Alternative certification has both
advocates and critics. The advo-
cates call into question the value of
traditional methods of teacher

preparation and policies governing
teacher licensure. They argue that
colleges of education have failed to
provide the country with a suffi-
cient number of teachers who are
well prepared and able to educate
all students. High-quality teaching
demands attracting the “best and
the brightest,” but the advocates
feel that the best and the brightest
are too often deterred from enter-
ing the teaching profession because
of bureaucratic hoops and a raft of
unrelated course requirements.
Proponents also claim that teaching
is best learned on the job, and that
candidates with subject-matter
competency can apply their exper-
tise with minimal exposure to
pedagogical courses, especially the
so-called “Mickey Mouse” meth-
ods courses that teacher licensure
requires. They say there should be
as few obstacles as possible to tal-
ented, competent people willing to
try their hand at teaching.

Other major arguments for alterna-
tive certification include the fol-
lowing:

% to diversify the teaching force by
drawing in more men and minorities,

¢ to reduce teacher shortages in
subject-matter specialties such as
mathematics, science, special educa-
tion, or bilingual education,

% to increase staffing levels in
urban and rural schools or “diffi-
cult-settings,”

% to bring bright college gradu-
ates into teaching—those with
higher academic qualifications than
students in traditional teacher
preparation programs, and

¢ to attract highly skilled people
from the private sector who already



have a broad-range of knowl-
edge and real-world experience
with subject matter.

Indeed, according to propo-
nents, a chief strength of alter-
native certification programs

Advocates say that alternative certification programs will

Improvements in teacher prepara-
tion, thus, would stem from more
substance, content, and length of
study—not from recruiting candi-

dates into the classroom armed with

only a bachelor’s degree and mini-
mal pedagogical training.

attract the “best and the brightest” to teaching.

Critics counter that such programs will further jeopard-
ize struggling schools and hinder student learning.

lies in their ability to attract
and hold a segment of the
population not currently en-
gaged in education. Without
the accelerated path offered by
these programs, many talented
and diverse people would be
lost to teaching.

Opponents of alternative certi-
fication disagree with all
points. They say that teaching
is not just about command of
subject matter, it is also about
understanding how children
learn and how to organize cur-
riculum, instruction, and the
classroom so that they can
learn. They argue that to im-
prove the quality of education,
subject-matter competency
must be grounded in a solid
foundation of pedagogical
training and education theory.
From their perspective the an-
swer to the problem of inade-
quate teacher preparation is not
to circumvent college-based
programs, but to continue to
strengthen these programs
through adherence to strict
standards and other substantive
changes including changing the
status, conditions, and compen-
sation within the profession.

Opponents also express other fears
about alternative certification:

% Potential harm to students —
Alternative certification programs
shortchange participants and there-
fore the students they teach be-
cause they provide inadequate op-
portunity to acquire the skills nec-
essary to be effective upon entry
into the classrooms.

% Undermining the profession —
Downgrading the importance of
certification and training prior to
practice moves teaching in the di-
rection of a trade rather than a pro-
fession. It communicates a danger-
ous message: that is doesn’t take
much to become a teacher.

% Hidden costs — Alternative cer-
tification may be appealing as a
quick fix, but over the long haul
the higher attrition rate among al-
ternative route teachers will prove
costly and will further jeopardize
struggling schools that need a sta-
ble staff.

In the end, the critics say, increased
rigor and requirements along with

important structural changes would
do more to attract the “best and the

brightest” to teaching than any
other recruitment effort.

What does research say?

Several questions figure promi-
nently in the debate over alterna-
tive certification. To summarize
what research tells us about these
questions, we have drawn heavily
from recent scholarly reviews of
rigorous studies.

Do alternative certification pro-
grams recruit a more diversified
group of teachers?

Research verifies that alternative
certification programs have been
successful in recruiting a more di-
verse pool of teachers. On average
these programs have a higher per-
centage of males, minorities, and
people over age 30. Further, alter-
native path teachers are more
likely to have a broader range of
work experience outside education
and teach where the job demand is
greatest—in inner cities and outly-
ing rural areas—and in high-
demand subject areas such a
mathematics and science.

Do alternatively certified teach-
ers have higher attrition rates?

Studies conflict over whether alter-
native-route teachers leave teaching
sooner than traditionally prepared
teachers. In both cases, staying on
the job seems to be a function of
the quality of the preparation pro-
gram. Still, the evidence suggests
that in the short-term, attrition rates
for alternatively prepared teachers
are comparable to those tradition-
ally trained. As for longer-term re-
sults, the research is inconclusive.
Still, there is some evidence that



alternative route teachers may

not have as strong a long-term
commitment to teaching as tra-
ditionally prepared teachers.

How important is pedagogi-
cal knowledge/preparation
for effective teaching?

One of the most contentious
arguments concerning alter-
native certification is the extent
to which knowledge and skills
in pedagogy are important to
successful teaching. Alterna-
tive route programs are based
on the assumption that subject-
matter knowledge and strong
verbal skills should be the most
important determinants of
teaching effectiveness—that
only minimal pedagogical
skills are necessary. Research
generally confirms the impor-
tance of teachers’ content
knowledge and verbal ability as
they relate to teaching effec-
tiveness. At the same time, it
suggests that some mastery of
pedagogy is also necessary,
particularly subject-specific
pedagogy and basic knowledge
of core pedagogical skills.
What is less obvious is whether
such skills are best acquired
through coursework or field
experiences, or can be picked
up on-the-job, as alternative
certification proponents con-
tend.

Are alternative certification
programs effective?

An equally contentious re-
search question is whether al-
ternative certification pro-
grams are effective. But draw-
ing sweeping generalizations
here is problematic. Not only

do alternative certification pro-
grams vary widely in design and
quality, researchers use vastly dif-
ferent approaches for measuring
their effectiveness including teach-

diversifying the teaching force and
reducing teacher shortages where
the job demand is greatest—in
hard-to-staff schools and special-
ized subject areas. At the same

...there is enough data to justify the following modest con-
clusion: some alternative certification programs are as ef-

fective as traditional teacher preparation programs...

ers’ self-reports, supervisors’ rat-
ings, independent observation, and
student achievement. Despite these
limitations, there is enough data to
justify the following modest con-
clusion: some alternative certifica-
tion programs are as effective as
traditional teacher preparation pro-
grams, that is, they graduate teach-
ers whose classroom performance
and student outcomes are similar to
that of traditionally prepared teach-
ers. As to the question of what
program characteristics contribute
to effectiveness, the research is in-
conclusive. It may be that success
is as much a function of the attrib-
utes of those who enroll in alterna-
tive certification programs as any
particular program component; but
that should not take away from
their accomplishments. Indeed, one
of the arguments for alternative
certification programs is their abil-
ity to attract highly talented people
to the teaching profession.

Implications

A reasonable, though cautious,
conclusion from this research re-
view is that alternative certification
programs hold promise for provid-
ing a solution to the multifaceted
problems of teacher supply. Not
only can these programs produce
teachers who are as effective as
those traditionally trained, they can
make an important contribution to

time, policymakers need to be
aware that not all alternative certi-
fication programs are alike and not
all are equally effective. The best
programs feature strong recruit-
ment policies, sound and relevant
curriculum, and solid field experi-
ence under good supervision—
elements that must be in place to
ensure their success. Furthermore,
policymakers should understand
that alternative route programs
might not provide a long-term so-
lution to teaching shortages. The
challenge of working in low-
performing, often dysfunctional,
schools—where many alternative
route teachers are assigned—may
dampen any long-range plans to
remain in the profession. These
conclusions, however, must be
considered prudently for much re-
mains to be learned about alterna-
tive certification programs. A
number of ongoing research pro-
jects, fortunately, may shed more
light on the characteristics of ef-
fective programs and the factors
that contribute to their success.

The Balanced View welcomes your
comments. Primary references used

are available upon request.




