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The Teachers We Need and
How to Get More of Them:
A Manifesto

This policy statement was released by the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation on April 20,
1999 on behalf of several dozen state officials, prominent education analysts, and
veteran practitioners. A list of the original signers appears at the end of the document.

Everyone agrees that America needs better teachers in the classroom, yet there is 
little agreement about how to recruit them. The conventional wisdom holds that the 
key to attracting better teachers is to regulate entry into the classroom ever more
tightly: what teachers need is more time in increasingly similar education schools, more
graduate training, more pedagogy courses, and less alternative certification. Yet there’s
no persuasive evidence that the regulatory approach has succeeded in raising teacher
quality in the past or that it will do so in the future. What it omits is the commonsensi-
cal: the possibility that for teachers, as for the schools in which they teach, the surest
route to quality is to widen the entryway, deregulate the processes, and hold people
accountable for their results—results judged primarily in terms of classroom effective-
ness as gauged by the value a teacher adds to pupils’ educational experience. “The
Teachers We Need and How to Get More of Them” describes how the “romance of reg-
ulation” has failed and outlines a more promising—and commonsensical—alternative.

Overview

U.S. schools aren’t producing satisfactory results, and this problem is not likely to 
be solved until U.S. classrooms are filled with excellent teachers. About this, there
seems to be a national consensus. How to get from here to there, however, is the
subject of far less agreement. Our purpose is to suggest a more promising path than
many policymakers and education reformers are presently following.

The good news is that America is beginning to adopt a powerful, commonsensical
strategy for school reform. It is the same approach that almost every successful
modern enterprise has adopted to boost performance and productivity: set high stan-
dards for results to be achieved, identify clear indicators to measure progress towards
those results, and be flexible and pluralistic about the means for reaching those
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results. This strategy in education is sometimes called “standards-and-accountability.”
It is a fundamental aspect of the charter school movement, and it undergirds many
versions of “systemic reform” as well.

The bad news is that states and policymakers have turned away from this common-
sensical approach when trying to increase the pool of well-qualified teachers. Instead
of encouraging a results-oriented approach, many states and policymakers are
demanding ever more regulation of inputs and processes. Other modern organiza-
tions have recognized that regulation of inputs and processes is ineffectual and 
often destructive. There is no reason to believe that it will be anything
other than ineffectual as a strategy for addressing the teacher quality
problem. 

We conclude that the regulatory strategy being pursued today to boost
teacher quality is seriously flawed. Every additional requirement for
prospective teachers—every additional pedagogical course, every new
hoop or hurdle—will have a predictable and inexorable effect: it will
limit the potential supply of teachers by narrowing the pipeline while
having no bearing whatever on the quality or effectiveness of those in
the pipeline. The regulatory approach is also bound, over time, to
undermine the standards-and-accountability strategy for improving
schools and raising student achievement. 

A better solution to the teacher quality problem is to simplify the entry
and hiring process. Get rid of most hoops and hurdles. Instead of requiring a long 
list of courses and degrees, test future teachers for their knowledge and skills. Allow
principals to hire the teachers they need. Focus relentlessly on results, on whether
students are learning. This strategy, we are confident, will produce a larger supply of
able teachers and will tie judgments about their fitness and performance to success in
the classroom, not to process or impression.

The Problem

We know that better quality teachers make a big difference. We know this from
decades of research and from the experience of millions of families. Recent studies 
in Tennessee, Boston, and Dallas, inter alia, find dramatic differences between the
performance of youngsters who are assigned the best teachers and those assigned
the worst teachers.1 No matter how well-intentioned it is, school reform will likely
falter unless more teachers have the knowledge and skills to help all their students
meet high academic standards.

Poor Preparation

Yet many teachers are unready to meet these challenges. According to a recent sur-
vey, only one in five teachers feels well prepared to teach to high standards.2 The
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head of Teachers College acknowledges that “The nation has too many weak educa-
tion schools, with teachers, students and curriculums that are not up to the task at
hand.”3 Children who face high-stakes tests for promotion and graduation will need
instructors with more knowledge and skill than ever before. As many as two million
new teachers will need to be hired in the next decade. Yet our present system for
recruiting, preparing, and deploying them is not up to the dual challenge of quality
and quantity. We are not attracting enough of the best and the brightest to teaching,
and not retaining enough of the best of those we attract.4 A third of U.S. teachers—
two-thirds in inner cities—report that their schools have difficulty keeping good
teachers.5

Lack of Subject Matter Knowledge

Perhaps the gravest failing of our present arrangement is the many teachers who 
lack preparation in the subjects that they teach. While most public school teachers

are certified by their states, extensive college-level study in the teach-
ing field is not always a prerequisite for subject area certification.6

Moreover, teachers are often assigned to courses outside their main
teaching field as a cost-saving measure or administrative convenience,
because of shortages in advanced subjects such as math and science,
or because some schools—such as those in the inner-city—have a
high turnover of teachers. “Foreign education ministers who visit me
are just stumped when I try to explain this practice,” notes Education
Secretary Richard Riley. “Their translators simply have no words to
describe it.”7

It appears, for example, that more than half of history teachers have
neither majors nor minors in history itself.8 More than half of the
youngsters studying physics have a teacher who has neither a major
nor minor in physics. (Is it any wonder that U.S. high-school seniors
trail the world when it comes to their knowledge of physics?) More

troubling still, children attending school in poor and urban areas are least likely to find
themselves studying with teachers who did engage in deep study of their subjects.

Today ’s regulatory approach to entry into teaching compounds these problems.
Because it places low priority on deep subject matter mastery and heavy emphasis
on the things that colleges of education specialize in, many teachers get certified
without having mastered the content that they are expected to impart to their
students.

The Romance of Regulation

For decades, the dominant approach to “quality control” for U.S. teachers has been
state regulation of entry into the profession. Requirements vary, but almost every-
where a state license is needed to teach in public schools. To obtain such a license,
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one must complete a teacher education program approved by the
state, which typically imposes a host of requirements on these pro-
grams.9 Their students are commonly required to take specific courses
(or a set number of courses) in pedagogy, child development, the
“foundations of education,” “classroom diversity,” etc.10 Some states
require a minimum college grade point average for entry into the pro-
gram, and many require prospective teachers to pass standardized tests
of reading, writing, and math skills. It is also common, at some point in
the process, to test for knowledge of pedagogy and, sometimes, for
knowledge of the subject in which they will be certified (which, as we
have seen, may or may not be the subject they end up teaching). In
addition, these programs typically require supervised student teaching, which teachers
often term the most valuable part of their preparation for the classroom. This
approach predictably creates a teacher force that is heavily credentialed in pedagogy,
but not in the subject matter they are expected to teach. The regulatory strategy will
intensify these trends. 

More of the Same

Today, in response to widening concern about teacher quality, most states are
tightening the regulatory vise, making it harder to enter teaching by piling on new
requirements for certification. On the advice of some highly visible education groups,
such as the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, these states are
also attempting to “professionalize” teacher preparation by raising admissions criteria
for training programs and ensuring that these programs are all accredited by the
National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE). That organiza-
tion is currently toughening its own standards to make accredited programs longer,
more demanding, and more focused on avant-garde education ideas and social and
political concerns. 

Such measures will centralize and standardize the licensure process even more,
curbing diversity in the sources and entry paths followed by teachers and shifting
authority from local school boards and state agencies to professional education orga-
nizations and standards committees. These groups base their standards and proce-
dures for judging teacher fitness on the principle of peer review, not on proven
effectiveness with respect to student learning.

It is no surprise that all this is happening. The regulatory route is public education’s
traditional solution. Even business groups proposing to improve the quality of teach-
ing offer suggestions that partake of the regulatory mindset. Many vested interests 
are served and established routines are enhanced by more regulation. 
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Shortcomings of the Regulatory Strategy

The regulatory strategy that states have followed for at least the past generation has
failed. The unfortunate results are obvious: able liberal arts graduates avoid teaching,
those who endure the process of acquiring pedagogical degrees refer to them as
“Mickey Mouse” programs, and over time the problems of supply and quality have
been exacerbated. When a strategy fails, it does not make much sense to do the
same thing with redoubled effort. Yet that is what many states are now doing.

The present system does not even do a good job of screening out ill-prepared
candidates. While some states have exit exams that appraise the skills, knowledge,
and competence of fledgling teachers, in many others “quality control” occurs only 

at the point of entry into a training program, and entry requirements
are low. In a state with no exit exam, completing the list of prescribed
courses and earning the requisite degree are all that’s needed to get
one’s teaching certificate. Though many jurisdictions now require
future high-school instructors to have majored (or minored) in the
subjects that they plan to teach, the content and rigor of their course
work are left entirely to the colleges.

Where there are exit exams, these often represent a modest intellec-
tual threshold. Tests given to teaching candidates are commonly
pitched at so undemanding a level—and their passing scores are so
low—that they do little to deter individuals with limited intellectual
prowess and scant subject matter knowledge. In Pennsylvania, for

instance, passing scores were for many years set so that about 95 percent of every-
one taking the tests passed them.11 Local school boards can then hire whomever
they prefer, often for reasons other than their academic qualifications.

Standards Askew

What really makes state regulation of entry into teaching so dysfunctional is not that
its standards are low but that it emphasizes the wrong things. The regulatory strategy
invariably focuses on “inputs”—courses taken, requirements met, time spent, and
activities engaged in—rather than results, meaning actual evidence of a teacher’s
classroom prowess, particularly as gauged by student learning. It judges one’s “perfor-
mance” by the subjective opinions of other teachers and professors. This is the
wrong sort of regulation.

Teachers should be evaluated based on the only measure that really matters:
whether their pupils are learning. This is not pie in the sky. William Sanders of the
University of Tennessee has developed a technique that uses careful statistical 
analysis to identify the gains that students make during a school year and then
estimate the effects of individual teachers on student progress. This “value-added”
technique is extremely precise and its results are statistically robust. Originally used
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only in Tennessee but now spreading to other locales, it allows policymakers, tax-
payers, and parents to see for themselves how much teachers are helping students
to learn.12

The technique has proven to be a powerful tool for evaluating teachers. Sanders
finds, for example, that the top 20 percent of teachers boost the scores of low-
achieving pupils by 53 percentile points on average, while the bottom
20 percent of teachers produce gains of only 14 percentile points.
Researchers in Dallas and Boston have found the same commonsensi-
cal link: good teachers significantly boost student achievement, even for
the weakest pupils.13

Yet few states focus their teacher quality strategies on results. The
instruments that states are far likelier to use to assess teaching candi-
dates—input measures, that is—are seriously flawed approximations 
of how good a teacher one will be. We are struck by the paucity of
evidence linking those inputs with actual teacher effectiveness. In a
meta-analysis of close to four hundred studies of the effect of various
school resources on pupil achievement, very little connection was
found between the degrees teachers had earned or the experience
they possessed and how much their students learned.14 Nor is there
any evidence that teachers who graduate from NCATE-accredited
teacher education programs are more effective than those who do not.15 Today ’s
regulations, and the additional regulations urged by reformers within the profession,
focus on inputs that display little or no relationship to classroom success. This is not
education reform. This is the illusion of reform. 

Shaky Knowledge Base

The regulatory strategy assumes that good teaching rests on a solid foundation of
specialized professional knowledge about pedagogy (and related matters) that is
scientifically buttressed by solid research. In reality, however, much of that know-
ledge base is shaky and conflicted. We should not be surprised that there is no
reliable link between pedagogical training and classroom success. 

To be sure, the foundation has some sturdy spots. There is a scientific consensus
today, for example, about the most effective methods of teaching primary reading to
young children.16 There is strong evidence about the efficacy of such pedagogies as
Direct Instruction.17 Yet much of the surest and best-documented knowledge about
education is ignored, even denounced, by many approved teacher education pro-
grams, while the lore that they instead impart to new teachers—about favored meth-
ods and self-esteem enhancement, for example—has little or no basis in research.18

Is it any wonder that people mistrust teacher education—or that to rely on it as the
exclusive path into U.S. classrooms is to place the next generation of Americans at
educational risk? The regulatory approach buttresses an orthodoxy that doesn’t work. 
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The regulatory strategy ’s reliance on peer review assumes, of course, that good
teaching can only be detected via observation by other practitioners. Thus the
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards has designed an elaborate method
for appraising teacher performance and certifying outstanding teachers. The process
is costly and time-intensive. Yet today we have no idea whether the teachers identi-
fied as superior by the NBPTS are in fact the best teachers as judged by how much
and how well their pupils learn.19 Here as elsewhere, peer review consists mainly of
judging quality by observing inputs and processes, i.e., appraising a teacher’s skill in
using conventional (and popular) teacher practices.

Discouraging the Best and Brightest

Insofar as there are links between teacher characteristics and classroom effective-
ness, the strongest of these involve verbal ability and subject matter knowledge. 
This has been known since the famed Coleman Report of 1966, when teacher
scores on a verbal test were the only school “input” found to have a positive rela-
tionship to student achievement.20 In a recent study conducted in Texas, teacher
literacy levels were more closely associated with student performance than other
inputs.21 In an appraisal of Alabama schools, the ACT scores of future teachers were
the strongest determinant of student gains.22 These all suggest that recruiting smarter,
abler teachers will do more to improve teaching than requiring more or different
preservice training. 

Yet outstanding candidates are often discouraged by the hurdles that the regulatory
strategy loves to erect. Burdensome certification requirements deter well-educated
and eager individuals who might make fine teachers but are put off by the cost, in
time and money, of completing a conventional preparation program. One college
senior writes, “What discourages us most are the restrictive paths to the classroom
and the poor reputation of schools of education—and as a result, of teaching
itself....It is the certification process, then, and not a lack of interest, that steers us
away from teaching.”23 The best and the brightest of young Americans have other
career options and will pursue them if the costs of becoming a teacher are too 
high. In his February 1999 State of American Education speech, U.S. Secretary of
Education Richard Riley urged state policymakers to rethink teacher licensing require-
ments. “Too many potential teachers,” he observed, “are turned away because of the
cumbersome process that requires them to jump through hoops and lots of them.”24

Getting Hired: What You Know vs. Who You Know

What little we know about how those who have been certified actually land a teach-
ing job is troubling. There is accumulating evidence that local school boards show
little interest in hiring the most academically qualified applicants.25 Districts often
eschew professional recruiting and screening practices. Instead, they frequently prefer
to hire their own high-school graduates after they have become certified in a local
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education program, a practice which has been found to contribute to
lower students’ scores on competency and achievement tests.26

Few Incentives for Great Teaching

Once teachers have entered the classroom, the regulatory strategy—
like all such regimens—prizes uniformity and conformity. Personnel
decisions for public schools are made by central office bureaucrats
according to strict rules. Assignments are often based on seniority.
Rigid salary schedules mean that teacher pay reflects years of experi-
ence and degrees earned rather than any measure of performance,
and salaries bear no relationship to marketplace conditions in the
teaching field. There are few tangible rewards for good teaching. And because quality
control focuses on the point of entry, and on-the-job teachers are protected by pow-
erful political interests, there are fewer sanctions for bad teaching. As the NCTAF
itself pointed out in What Matters Most: Teaching for America’s Future, “Hiring and
tenure decisions are often disconnected from any clear vision of quality teaching.”27

A Common Sense Proposal: 
Freedom in Return for Results

As Secretary Riley said in February, “We can no longer fiddle around the edges of
how we recruit, prepare, retain, and reward America’s teachers.”28 The time has
come to consider radically different policies to boost the quality of teaching in U.S.
schools. In the remainder of this paper, we advance a fresh view of how America 
can acquire more and better teachers in the years ahead. 

Holding Schools Accountable

The teaching profession should be deregulated, entry into it should be widened, and
personnel decisions should be decentralized to the school level, the teacher’s actual
workplace. Freeing up those decisions only makes sense, however, when schools are
held accountable for their performance—truly accountable, with real consequences
for success and failure. The proper incentives are created by results-based account-
ability systems in which states independently measure pupil achievement, issue public
report cards on schools, reward successful schools, and intervene in or use sanctions
against failing schools. In private schools today—and in most charter school pro-
grams—schools are held accountable by the marketplace while hiring decisions are
made at the building level. Public schools, too, should be accountable in this manner. 

Power to the Principals

For principals (or other education leaders) to manage their personnel in such a way
as to shoulder accountability for school results, but not only be free to select from 
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a wide range of candidates, they must also have the flexibility to compensate those
they hire according to marketplace conditions (and individual performance), and they
must be able to remove those who do not produce satisfactory results. Everyone
who has studied effective schools attests to the central importance of a cohesive
“school team” that shares a common vision, and almost everyone who has studied
current teacher personnel systems has witnessed the danger of tying that school
team’s hands when it comes to deciding who will join (or remain in) it.29

Common sense also argues that teachers of subjects in short supply should be paid
more than those in fields that are amply supplied, that teachers working in hard-to-
staff schools should be paid more than those working in schools with hundreds of

applicants for teaching slots, and that outstanding teachers should be
paid more than mediocre ones. Yet today, the typical public–school
salary schedule (and teachers’ union contract) allows for none of these
commonsensical practices.

We look forward to the day when great teachers, teachers in scarce
fields, and teachers who shoulder difficult challenges, are paid six-figure
salaries. But this is not apt to happen so long as mediocre practitioners
and superb instructors are harnessed to the same pay scale. 

As for the occasional incompetent teacher, the more freedom a school
has in initial hiring, the more flexibility it needs with respect to reten-
tion. That’s common sense, too. Yet today ’s school systems typically
award tenure after a few years of service; thereafter, teachers are
almost never dismissed for ineffectiveness. While teachers should be

protected from abusive and capricious treatment at the hands of principals, they can-
not be protected from losing their jobs for cause. Union contracts often allow veter-
an teachers to transfer into a school regardless of their instructional prowess, the
school’s actual needs, or their impact on the school team. Such policies will need to
be changed so that principals can be empowered and made accountable. 

School level managers are in the best position to know who teaches well and who
teaches badly. They have access to far more significant information than state licens-
ing boards and government agencies. They should be empowered (and, if need be,
trained) to appraise each teacher’s singular package of strengths and weaknesses
rather than having distant bureaucracies decide who should be on their team. Once
hired, teachers should be evaluated based on the only measure that really matters:
whether their pupils are learning. 

A Market Test

The commonsense view acknowledges that there is no “one best system” for
preparing and licensing quality teachers. A review of the research on the teacher
qualities that affect student outcomes is humbling; lamentably little is known for sure
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about what makes an effective teacher, when gauged by pupil achievement. This
argues against mandating any single path into the profession; education schools cer-
tainly ought not monopolize the training of teachers. In any case, teachers regularly
report that the best place to learn about good teaching practices is on the job and in
the company of other good teachers.

Rather than buttressing an orthodoxy that does not work, the common sense
approach embraces pluralism. In a deregulated environment, good teacher educa-
tion programs will thrive and prosper. Those that do a poor job will not, once they
lose the protection that the regulatory monopoly confers on them.
Principals should be able to decide for themselves whether to hire
teachers who have been trained in certain pedagogical methods and
theories.

The popularity of such programs as Teach for America, which places
liberal arts graduates without formal education course work in public
school classrooms in poor rural communities and inner cities, indicates
that the prospect of teaching without first being obliged to spend 
years in pedagogical study appeals to some of our brightest college
graduates. Over 3,000 people apply for 500 Teach for America slots
each year. Since 1994, more than 3,000 veterans of the armed forces
have also made the transition from military to classrooms through the
Troops to Teachers program. 

Alternative certification programs streamline the classroom entry of
more prospective teachers. Such programs normally require a bache-
lor’s degree, passage of a competency test, and an intensive (but compressed)
regimen of specialized preparation, often undertaken while on the job. They attract
talented and enthusiastic individuals into teaching who might otherwise be lost to 
this calling. Teachers with alternative certification are more likely to have bachelor’s
degrees in math and science, two fields with chronic shortages of qualified teachers.
They are also more likely to be members of minority groups.30 Yet the regulatory
strategy would shut down such programs or force them to imitate conventional
education programs. 

Where personnel decisions have been deregulated, schools rush to hire well-
educated persons whether or not they possess standard certification. Private schools
routinely employ unlicensed instructors, which tends to increase the proportion of
their teachers who graduated from selective colleges and gained academic training.31

In New Jersey, the first state to implement a serious alternative certification program,
from 23 to 40 percent of teachers now enter the profession through that route.32

The few studies of alternative certification that have been done find that students 
of such teachers perform at least as well as students of conventionally licensed
teachers.33 In New Jersey, alternatively certified teachers also have lower attrition
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than traditionally certified teachers during their first year and are as likely to stay in
the field over time.34

Not All Regulations Are Bad

Trading accountability for autonomy does not mean sloughing off all regulation. Every
child should be able to count on having a teacher who has a solid general education,
who possesses deep subject area knowledge, and who has no record of misbehavior.
The state has an obligation to ensure that all prospective teachers meet this minimal
standard. Thus states should perform background checks on candidates for teaching
positions. To boost the likelihood that those who teach our children are themselves
well educated, states should require that teaching candidates have at least a bache-
lor’s degree in some academic subject.

States should also ensure subject matter competence. There are two ways to do
this: requiring teachers to major in the subjects they teach or requiring them to pass
challenging tests of subject matter knowledge. Neither method is perfect. Obliging 
all teachers to major in the subject they will teach may–regrettably–set the bar too
low. At some universities, one can graduate as a history major without learning 

much of the history we’d expect a high-school history teacher to 
have mastered. The same is true of other academic majors. And a
minor is unlikely to reflect any subject mastery. On the other hand, a
prospective teacher who graduates in, say, American studies may have
learned ample history or literature to be an outstanding history or
English teacher, even though his diploma doesn’t actually say “history”
or “English.” 

Such variation in college majors tempts us to embrace testing as a
more reliable measure of preparedness to teach. The value of any 
test, however, hinges on its content, rigor, and passing score. Our

instinct is to set those cutoffs as high as possible. But since tests are an imperfect
gauge of teaching ability, some applicants will fail the test yet possess superior teach-
ing potential. We all know individuals whose other qualities would cause them to be
effective with children even if they do poorly on a paper-and-pencil test of knowl-
edge. That is why we are wary of putting all the education eggs in the testing basket
or making a certain fixed score an absolute prerequisite to being hired.

Neither academic majors nor subject test scores is a faultless means of assuring that
teachers possess the requisite knowledge and will be good at delivering it. But either
strategy is superior to today ’s widespread disregard of subject matter mastery. 

Putting Principles into Practice

The commonsense strategy for improving teacher quality is surprisingly straightfor-
ward: states should empower principals to employ teachers as they see fit, and then
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hold those principals to account for their schools’ results. Since every regulation that
restricts entry to the profession excludes some potentially good teachers from public
education, regulation should be reduced to the bare minimum. 

What would state policies look like if based on these assumptions? Four are key. 

1. States should develop results-based accountability systems for
schools and teachers as well as students.

States should have accountability systems operating at the student, classroom,
and building levels. School level accountability involves measuring pupil achieve-
ment and issuing report cards for schools. Such information should
be disseminated to students, parents, and the public. States should
reward successful schools and should have—and use—the authori-
ty to reconstitute or otherwise intervene in failing schools. They
may also institute market-based accountability via various forms of
school choice.35 States must also define the role that school dis-
tricts will play in these accountability systems.

Principals need accountability, too. Their jobs and salaries ought to
be tied to their schools’ performance. But they need the informa-
tion by which to hold their faculty and staff accountable. The state
can help by providing student achievement data, disaggregated by
teacher, like those generated by the value-added system that
William Sanders developed for Tennessee.

2. States should empower school level administrators with
the authority to make personnel decisions. 

Authority must accompany accountability. All key personnel deci-
sions (including hiring, promotion, retention, and compensation)
should be devolved to schools. Quality control should be the
responsibility of school leaders, who have freedom to hire from 
a wide pool of teaching candidates and pay teachers based on
marketplace conditions or individual performance. States should
pass whatever legislation is needed to assign all these decisions to
the school level.

Teacher tenure ought not be allowed to interfere. Multi-year contracts are far
preferable. It must be possible to remove incompetent teachers at reasonable
cost and within a reasonable period of time, without sacrificing their right to due
process protection against capricious and ad hominem treatment.

States should encourage differential pay so that schools can pay outstanding
teachers more. It should also be possible to adjust teacher pay for labor market
conditions, subject specialty, and the challenge of working in tough schools. A
flexible salary structure would allow paychecks to respond to marketplace signals
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while creating financial incentives for excellent teaching and practical sanctions for
poor teaching.

To work well, this system obviously requires capable principals—education
leaders who know how to judge good teaching and are prepared to act on the
basis of such evaluations. We’re not naïve about the supply of such people in
management positions in public education today. But they exist in large numbers
in U.S. society and can be drawn into the schools if the incentives are right.
Executive training for some current principals will also help them handle this
difficult evolution of their role.36

3. States should enforce minimal regulations to ensure that teachers 
do no harm.

States should perform background checks for all teaching candidates and require
prospective teachers to have a bachelor’s degree in an academic field. They
should also ensure that new teachers are adequately grounded in the subject
matter they are expected to teach, either by requiring that they major in the
subject(s) that they will teach or by mandating rigorous subject matter examina-
tions. (They may be wise to use both mechanisms and also let principals make
exceptions when other compelling evidence is at hand.)

4. States should open more paths into the classroom, encourage
diversity and choice among forms of preparation for teaching, and

welcome into the profession a larger pool of talented and
well-educated people who would like to teach.

Policymakers should take forceful action to eliminate monopoly control
and challenge “one best system” attitudes toward teacher preparation.
Traditional training programs should be closely scrutinized for their
length, cost, burden, and value. Is a two-year time commitment really
necessary, for example? States should publish detailed factual informa-
tion about individual programs and their graduates, data that outsiders
can use to evaluate their effectiveness. Information about the effective-
ness of recent graduates (as measured by the value-added achieve-
ment scores of their pupils) should be made public; until this is avail-
able, institution-specific data should include the placement rate of
graduates and the percentage of graduates passing state teacher tests.
(Some of this information was mandated by the Higher Education
Amendments of 1998.) 

States should expand the pool of talented teaching candidates by
allowing individuals who have not attended schools of education to

teach, provided that they meet the minimum standards outlined above. States
should encourage programs that provide compressed basic training for prospec-
tive teachers. States should also attract outstanding college graduates to the
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profession by using financial incentives such as scholarships, loan forgiveness
programs, and signing bonuses.

Conclusion

For too long, policymakers have focused overmuch on training teachers and not
enough on recruiting them. They have tackled the quality problem by increasing
regulation and expanding pedagogical requirements, even though this approach
shrinks the pool of candidates while having scant effect on their quality. Forty years 
of experience suggests that this strategy is a failure. It cannot work. Indeed, it has
compounded today ’s dual crisis of teacher quality and quantity. 

We offer something different. States that reduce barriers to entry will find not 
only that their applicant pool is larger but also that it includes many more talented
candidates. Turning our back on excessive and ill-conceived regulations and focusing
instead on student outcomes is the key. To attract and keep the best teachers, states
must also be willing to pay strong teachers well—and to muster the necessary
resources to do this. 

Raising the quality of the U.S. teaching force is an urgent priority today and some
policymakers have begun to signal their receptivity to change. In his February 1999
State of American Education speech, for example, Secretary Riley proclaimed, “We
must make sweeping efforts to make teaching a first-class profession. And, then, we
must hold schools accountable for results.”37 He later added, “What else can we do?
We can create rigorous alternative paths to give many more Americans the opportu-
nity to become a teacher.”38 We agree.
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