The Effects of Teacher Preparation and Training
Options

A Review of the Research

Comparing Traditional and Alternative Pathways to Teaching

Research clearly indicates that when comparing traditional and alternative teacher preparation
programs, traditional programs produce better teacher outcomes such as instructional knowledge,
sense of efficacy and retention. However, when examining student outcomes such as achievement
on state assessments, drawing conclusions about the effects of traditional versus alternative
programs is difficult at best.

Results across studies over the past two decades are quite mixed, with results even within some
studies mixed depending on the grade levels and subjects represented. One factor complicating
this research is that definitions of what makes a teacher preparation program “alternative” vary
widely. Programs can vary in terms of the acceptance criteria, format and length. Many states
have their own ranges of alternative programs and there are several national programs,
including Teach for America, New Teacher Project Teaching Fellows and Troops to Teachers.
When studying traditional and alternative programs, researchers have grouped them differently.

Some studies have found that traditionally trained teachers have a greater positive impact on
student achievement than alternatively trained ones. Others have found the opposite. Among
alternative programs, TFA has shown the strongest positive effect, particularly in math and
science. Still other studies have found that alternative and traditional teacher preparation
programs are equally effective.

The mixed results of research may say less about picking a “winner” between program types and
more about the need to look deeply at — and address head-on — the quality of programs
overall. The National Council on Teacher Quality conducted comprehensive national reviews of
teacher preparation programs in 2013 and 2018, and both reviews found that the vast majority
of programs do not prepare candidates well with the content knowledge and pedagogy they will
need in the classroom. This includes content related to states’ recently adopted college- and
career-readiness standards and scientific methods of reading instruction. Additionally, few
programs ensure that all candidates have strong clinical experiences, such as placement in
classrooms taught by teachers who are themselves proven effective (not just willing volunteers).

Implications for States

Regarding preparation program types, policymakers may want to concern themselves less with
promoting one type or another and instead consider increasing the support and resources to
focus on quality and outcomes for all state programs.
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Policymakers should note that several of the studies reviewed found large variations in teacher impact
on student achievement within the sample studied (the district or school). This indicates the difficulty
of attributing effects to one factor within the complex context of teaching and learning, as well as the
difficulty of studying reforms in hindsight.

Are Advanced Degrees Helping Increase Teacher Effectiveness and Retention?

Fifty-two percent of the nation’s 3.3 million public school teachers hold a master’s degree or higher. Many
states’ policies around educator training, certification, effectiveness, compensation and advanced roles
provide incentives to earn advanced degrees. Yet research suggests that policymakers take another look at
the relationship between advanced degrees and teacher’s impact on student achievement — the picture is
complex.

Several widely cited studies and meta-analyses of the research find that overall there is little or no
correlation between teachers holding master’s degrees and improved student
achievement on state tests in math and reading. This finding is upheld even when researchers
control for selection bias — the possibility that “go-getter” teachers are more likely to pursue a
master’s degree than “non-go getters.”

However, research on teachers in secondary grades does show some benefit to holding a
master’s degree in the discipline taught — for example, a high school math teacher holding a
master’s degree in math. One factor confounding the results of this research is that teachers do not usually
pursue advanced degrees in the field that would most likely impact their instructional effectiveness. The
most common master’s degree teachers earn is in school administration.

Several studies conducted between 1975 and 2004 yield contradictory results related to advanced degrees
and their effect on teacher retention. Approximately half of the studies conclude that advanced degrees
help retain teachers in the profession while the other half conclude that teachers who obtain advanced
degrees were more likely to leave the profession. As these studies are dated and difficult to interpret, they
are of little use to policymakers. A more helpful resource is an analysis of attrition studies that led
researchers from three universities to conclude that more effective teachers are at least as likely to
remain in the profession as less effective teachers.

Does National Board Certification Increase Teacher Effectiveness?

As of early 2020 there are over 120,000 Nationally Board Certified teachers nationwide. Research
comparing the effectiveness of certified and non-certified teachers in improving
student achievement in math and reading shows mixed results.

Some studies show that board-certified teachers positively impact student achievement more than non-
certified teachers with similar levels of experience, and that they may be particularly effective with
disadvantaged students. Other studies find no difference in effectiveness. The effects tend to be small and
to vary by subject, grade level and certification type.
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http://www.facethefactsusa.org/facts/private-or-public-schools-whos-ahead-by-degrees/
https://caldercenter.org/publications/do-master%E2%80%99s-degrees-matter-advanced-degrees-career-paths-and-effectiveness-teachers
https://caldercenter.org/publications/do-master%E2%80%99s-degrees-matter-advanced-degrees-career-paths-and-effectiveness-teachers
https://www.nbpts.org/national-board-certification/

Implications for States

How Should Our State Reward Advanced Teacher Training?

State education leaders may want to reconsider any policies that offer blanket incentives for teachers to
earn advanced degrees and certifications. However, policymakers may want to consider the value of
preserving incentives for secondary teachers to pursue advanced degrees in the fields they teach.

How Can Our State Best Incentivize Teacher Growth?

As there is little or no evidence that a master’s degree leads to higher achievement, and inconclusive
results as to the effects of advanced degrees on retention, it would behoove states to focus on
incentives for teacher effectiveness, as this is the measure that consistently leads to higher student
achievement and retention. Using multiple measures of assessment for teacher effectiveness —
including robust teacher observations, formative and summative assessment impacts, staff and
student surveys and a holistic view of all the professional growth pursuits of a teacher — is a more
useful, albeit more complicated, strategy. The likely return on investment, though, points to the worth
of navigating a more complex policy.

For more information on teacher preparation, go SREB.org/TeacherPrep.
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