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Teacher Certification: Is There a Better Way?
Jason Jones

There is an abundance of statistics that
imply that the American educational

system is falling behind other developed countries.
Although studies underscore the importance of
parental support in academic development and the
need for equal funding for public schools,
governmental commissions and the media have
been quick to peg unqualified teachers as the cause
of declining test scores and international rankings.
As part of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
legislation, the federal government has mandated
“highly qualified teachers” by the 2005-2006 school
year. How this is to be accomplished is  subject to
great debate in educational and polit ical
communities; often, the argument is centered on
teacher certification.

Two schools of thought dominate this
discussion. The first school insists the certification
process be streamlined and shortened to encourage
industry professionals to pass their knowledge on
as teachers, without the financial sacrifice and time
commitment currently required to obtain
certification. Others claim pedagogy; that is, the
principles and application of teaching methods is
science more than art.  They maintain instructional
methods must be fully mastered through advanced
learning before prospective teachers set foot in the
classroom. Both groups agree on one issue: the
certification process must be updated, even
overhauled if the United States is to regain its place
as the world leader in education. This paper will
highlight the concerns of both groups, and propose
an answer to the question: How may the teacher
certification process be modified to recruit highly
qualified individuals, while simultaneously raising
the standard of instruction in the classroom?

Failing Teachers, Failing S tudents, Failing
Society

Since the publishing of A Nation at Risk
in 1983, and the subsequent barrage of media
coverage predicting the imminent collapse of the
nation’s educational system, there has been a
growing consensus that the cause of this

catastrophe is incompetence in the current ranks
of elementary and secondary school teachers. This
argument is not without merit; an analysis of test
results from the Basic Skills and subject matter
competency tests, (Slate Journal Register 2003)
taken by more than 67,000 Illinois teachers from
1988 through 2001, cited that 5,243 had failed one
or more of the tests. Many teachers failed the test
multiple times before passing; with one teacher
failed twenty-four times. More alarming, teachers
failing the test were found to be five times more
likely to teach in the most socio-economically
disadvantaged schools,  with the highest
concentrations of minority and low income students
and delivering the lowest test scores. In a vicious
cycle, it appears that in Illinois, disadvantaged
students who might benefit most from a quality
education are often given teachers, who have
trouble passing tests similar to those given to their
own students.

Unfortunately, the problem of teacher
incompetence in Illinois is a microcosm of what is
happening nationally. According to the Charleston
Daily Mail (2002), a report from the U.S. Department
of Education, Meeting the Highly Qualified
Teachers Challenge, showed that college students
entering teacher certification programs often had
the lowest test scores in a range of subjects.

This statistic translates into poorly
qualified teachers in the classroom, and teachers
who potentially possess no substantial subject
knowledge. An Education Trust analysis conducted
by Jerald and Ingersoll in 2002 found that “nearly
one-fourth of core academic classes at the
secondary level nationwide are taught by teachers
lacking even a minor in the subject” (Rotherham &
Mead, 2003). To understand the impact a teacher’s
subject knowledge has on student learning and
performance, consider an analysis of data from the
NAEP (Rotherham &  Mead, 2003): when teachers
had majored or even minored in the subjects which
they subsequently taught,  their students
outperformed peer groups at 40% of a grade level.
Clearly,  well prepared and competent teachers in
the classroom result in higher performing students.
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Indeed, how can an educator viably teach a subject
they know nothing about? As teachers are required
to complete a rigorous, state-mandated certification
program that prepares them for classroom
instruction, how is it that some enter the classroom
with little background in the subjects they purport
to teach? As we shall  see,  many of these
certification programs’ primary foci are on subject
matter, but rather on pedagogy courses that some
argue play a trivial role, if any, in teaching children
the traditional curriculum.

Regional Disparities Underscore a National
Problem

Critics of the current state-mandated
certification programs argue that the variance in
standards result in lower student learning in some
states.  The fear is that students are not being
properly taught the subjects and skills needed to
succeed in the rapidly changing economy . For
example, the National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics argues that “Students in the 21 st

century are expected to understand the ‘why’ of
the traditional mathematics concepts” (Buck, 2004).
If teachers don’t thoroughly understand math, they
can’t possibly teach it to their students in a
meaningful way, yet certification standards in some
states permit teachers’ mathematics test scores to
be less than the national average (Charleston Daily
Mail, 2002).

Ironically, by focusing on teaching skills
rather than fundamental knowledge of subjects, it
appears that many certification programs are
inadequately preparing teachers to teach. A study
conducted by the Southern Education Board found
that students enrolled in certification programs in
fourteen southern states “were taking too many
methods courses…and far fewer academic courses
than graduates who majored in arts and sciences”
(Ravitch, 2000). This study found that academic
courses taken by these students were either
remedial or very basic courses specifically
developed and offered for future teachers. A similar
study conducted at Arizona State University
(Ravitch, 2000) cited that students in certification
programs were enrolled in a disproportionate
number of pedagogy classes.

Time for a Change

 While critics admit that there are benefits
to understanding classroom management, and that
mentoring with an experienced teacher in the
classroom is important, they also point out that
there is no research-based consensus about what
constitutes effective teacher training (Rotherham
& Mead, 2003). They are of the opinion that state-
mandated certification programs “underemphasize
content knowledge and overemphasize pedagogical
knowledge and thus do little to remedy what is
really ailing schools” (Torff, 2005). What is really
ailing schools, in their opinion, is the lack of
teachers qualified to teach the core subjects
students need to succeed. The remedy: modernize
or eliminate the time consuming processes and
financial barriers that discourage professionals
from entering the field of teaching.

Those proposing drastic changes in
teacher certification are not from the fringes of
education. A 2002 statement from Former Secretary
of Education Rod Paige, cited in the Charleston
Daily Mail, asserts that states wrongly maintain
low standards and high barriers in certification
programs. Proponents of an overhaul do not argue
against grounding new teachers in instructional
methods, but they feel states should be given the
freedom to develop their own criteria for certifying
and employing teachers. Currently , the NCLB
legislation requires that teachers hold at least a
bachelor’s degree, have full state certification as a
teacher, and demonstrate competence in each
academic subject in which the teacher teaches
(Rotherham & Mead, 2003). This legislation forbids
individuals to teach with any sort certification
waiver, temporary or provisional. The consequence
of this stipulation is profound. Professionals with
years of expertise in one of many core subjects are
required to enroll in lengthy certification courses—
some of which can take up to eighteen months to
complete at a cost of thousands of dollars—before
stepping into the classroom. Given the likelihood
that a teacher’s starting salary could be as much as
25% less than in other professions with similar
levels of education (Darling-Hammond & Ball,
1997), the certification barrier undoubtedly
discourages many qualified candidates from
choosing to enter the teaching profession, even if
they are otherwise drawn to do so.

Possible solutions to the certification
barrier range from a complete dismantling of the
program to the perhaps more reasoned approach of
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professional mentoring. One report, Teaching at
Risk: A Call to Action (Wall Street Journal, 2004)
suggests giving prospective new teachers rigorous
on-the-job-training, including one month of in-
classroom observation of an experienced teacher
by teaching recruits.

The logic of this proposition is that
professionals who demonstrate superior subject
knowledge are capable of teaching after a relatively
short mentoring process. Classroom management
is stressed above pedagogy, as the goal of teaching
is solely to transmit knowledge. School
administrators seem to agree, when Public Agenda,
a nonpartisan public opinion research organization,
posed to school administrators whether certification
meant that teachers had what it takes to succeed
(Rotherham & Mead, 2003), only 10%  thought so;
55% favored extending teaching positions to
qualified people who had not had formal training in
teaching.

Learning to Teach: An Argument for Pedagogical
Instruction

A plethora of evidence indicates too many
individuals entering the teaching profession are
under-educated, under-qualified, and relegated to
low income schools. Arguably, those very schools
need the highest-educated and best-qualified
teachers to raise them up to national standards.
Furthermore, many feel future teachers are spending
a disproportionate amount of time learning
instructional methods and classroom management
techniques rather than concentrating on the core
subjects they will be expected to teach. As a
consequence, student test scores are falling, and
students are not prepared to cope with an ever-
changing work dynamic.

But is the methodology of knowledge
transmission as fundamental as the critics claim?
Do the ways in which children learn have any
bearing on their abili ty to understand the
curriculum? Those who espouse pedagogy as a
normative science, including educators and
researchers, insist its importance must not be
underestimated. They believe that recognizing the
stages of child development is key to transmitting
pertinent knowledge in ways that will be meaningful
to the student. While they may agree that subject
matter should play a more dominant role in the
certification process, they argue that a lack of

teaching methods coursework resulting in an
inability to successfully manage the classroom is
the main cause of attrition in new teachers.

A first  year teacher ,  previously a
successful lawyer, completed a summer teaching
preparation course and began teaching the
following session.  When asked what he had found
most challenging in that first year , he replied,
“Getting the children to sit still and pay attention.”
He quit after his first year (Horowitz, et al., 2005).
Another mid-career teaching recruit stated: “They
were running all over the place. There was no way
I could teach them anything if I couldn’t get them
to sit down. I didn’t know what to do” (Horowitz,
et al., 2005). These are just some of the challenges
facing new teachers who lack the preparation
provided through comprehensive methods courses.
A meta-analysis of 91 studies ranking the needs of
first-year teachers identified the top areas as
“disciplining students, motivating students,
dealing with individual student differences,
assessing student work, relating to parents,
organizing class work, and obtaining materials”
(Wang & Odell, 2002). Lack of subject knowledge
was not the cause of the novice teachers’ failure in
the classroom, it was their inability to assess
student needs and a failure to engage students in a
meaningful way.

Engaging students and assessing their
needs demands a deep understanding of children’s
cognitive development and their individual
variations, pedagogues claim; only then can a
teacher “structure, sequence, and pace instruction
and choose instructional strategies that are likely
to be effective” (Horowitz, et al., 2005). The
foundation in understanding not just what to teach
but how to teach it  provided by effective
certification programs gives prospective teachers
the skills required to assess and facilitate learning
in children from diverse backgrounds and those
with special needs. Indeed, a foundation in
instructional methods would seem to help ensure
success in the classroom.

Often, a source of failure in teachers
lacking a strong pedagogical background is a
preconceived bias on cultural differences in
children. This lack of cultural sophistication on the
teacher’s part can manifest in the classroom as a
lack of confidence in a minority child’s ability to
learn, or an inappropriate use of discipline.
Supporters of rigorous preparation and standards
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in teaching methods insist that “teachers must
understand and appreciate the variety of ways
children’s experiences can differ, and be able to see
and build upon cultural strengths if they are to help
all students succeed” (Horowitz, et al. 2005).
Studies show that teachers who were able to link
classroom content with student experience were
the most successful at meeting state education
standards (Wang & Odell 2002). Novice teachers
from the professional workplace are often ill-
equipped to recognize the meaning behind culture-
driven behavior in children, and miss opportunities
to facilitate learning.

Despite evidence of the need for stronger
methods courses on child development, the
Department of Education has recommended
alternative certification programs wherein
candidates complete four to eight weeks of basic
training in classroom management, with only “…a
general introduction to the complex world of
teaching” (Barnett, 2004). Those calling for more
advanced coursework in teaching methods contend
such abbreviated teaching certification programs
ultimately undermine student achievement, and
there is an abundance of statistics to back their
claims.

As an example, they point to a program
launched in Massachusetts in 1998. The state
offered a $20,000 signing bonus and required less
than 100 hours of training to mid-career
professionals willing to transition into teaching,
yet 20% quit in their first year in the classroom, and
46% abandoned teaching by their third year
(Barnett, 2004). Without proper preparation through
classroom management and teaching methods
courses, these new teachers were unable to
succeed.

It’s Not Just What You Teach, It’s How You Teach It

In fact, Horowitz, et al. (2005) found that
when new teachers had coursework in learning and
development, their likelihood of remaining in the
teaching profession more than doubled. They don’t
just stay in the classroom; studies indicate they
make a real difference. The NAEP documented
(Darling-Hammond & Ball, 1997) that teachers who
completed coursework in study strategies and
motivational best practices raised student reading
achievement by 67% and 86% respectively . The
National Longitudinal Study of Mathematical

Abilities found that “the number of credits a teacher
had in mathematics methods courses was a stronger
correlate of student performance than was the
number of credits in mathematics courses” (Darling-
Hammond, 1999). The study found that teachers
with greater science education coursework better
related conceptual topics through superior
laboratory techniques, resulting in significant
advances in student achievement.

It  is  true that many psychologists,
sociologists, and education reformers concur that
the number of quality methods courses completed
directly correlates with teacher effectiveness, but
even stronger support comes from the unique
perspective of those with firsthand knowledge of
teacher performance: school principals.

Professor Bruce Torff, from Hofstra
University, mailed surveys to 300 principals, split
evenly between high and low performing schools.
The principals were asked to rate how frequently
teacher ineffectiveness was caused by “deficiencies
in content knowledge, deficiencies in lesson-
planning skills,  deficiencies in lesson-
implementation skills, deficiencies in the ability to
establish a rapport with students, and deficiencies
in classroom management skills” (Torff, 2005). Two
hundred fourty-two principals replied, and the data
was clear: “At both high and low performing
schools, deficits in all four varieties of pedagogical
knowledge were more frequently identified as
causes of teacher ineffectiveness than were deficits
in content knowledge” (T orff, 2005). Deficits in
classroom management skills and the ability to
establish a rapport with students were ranked
highest by principals,  who unlike school
administrators, review their teachers’ lesson plans,
visit their classrooms, and scrutinize test results;
perhaps they are in the best position to understand
the issues surrounding student achievement.

These findings support the need for higher
quality and more instructional methods courses,
not less. Proponents of pedagogy understand that
children develop at different rates and in different
ways, and that cultural environment plays a major
part in how students learn. They agree with the
Department of Education: teaching is a complex
profession, and it requires a deep understanding
and respect for children, an ability to diagnose a
student’s readiness to learn, and a willingness to
take the child’ s cultural context into account
(Horowitz, et al. 2005).
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A National Problem Requires a Federal Solution

Whether or not teaching is a
straightforward task, as proponents of loosened
certification standards conclude, or a sophisticated
science requiring extensive training on child
development as pedagogues maintain, both sides
agree that quality education is crucial to a healthy
society. With the release of A Nation at Risk , the
federal government has acknowledged that
education is in crisis and must be a national priority.
However, as long as each state is allowed to develop
its own criteria for certification and hiring, there
will always be large regional differences and thus
unacceptable inequities in the quality of education
in this country.

To avoid these inequities, and to expand
the pool of competent and motivated teaching
candidates, certification programs and hiring
standards should be mandated, enforced, and
funded by the federal government. The programs
should be characterized by “high standards for
entry, substantial pedagogical training, high-quality
mentoring, and strong evaluation components”
(Barnett, 2004).

Support in the classroom can come from
long-term student-mentor relationships, coupled
with collaboration with fellow teachers. Workshops
and seminars can be provided via government-
approved private organizations or by government
run programs. As with most ideas surrounding
education reform, there are inevitable financial
hurdles to overcome. Aside from widespread and
ongoing concerns around teachers’ salaries,
undergraduates and prospective teachers from the
professional world face the cost of certification
program and the length of time “working” without
pay. While the author of this paper does not possess
an economic, accounting, or tax background, a few
suggestions will nonetheless be offered from a
common-sense perspective.

First, a federal funding program should be
implemented which allows a student who has
passed the rigorous certification entrance
requirements to complete the program free of
charge, provided they remain in teaching for a
predetermined number of years. Subsidizing teacher
preparation programs is common in many European
and Asian countries (Darling-Hammond, Ball 1997),
and some states have adopted this practice via

scholarships. The Academy for Urban School
Leadership in Chicago, for example, recently began
a program that offers a “$30,000 salary and a tuition-
free Master in Arts of Teaching to talented recent
college graduates and mid-career professionals who
commit to teach in the city schools” (Barnett, 2004).
While statistics have not yet been published on
the effectiveness of this program, there is evidence
suggesting this type of investment is more cost-
effective in the long run when one accounts for
savings from lower teacher turnover and lowered
recruitment and training costs (Barnett, 2004).

Additionally, federally funded peer -
mentoring programs should be instituted. One
study reports that 30% of all novice teachers leave
the profession within the first few years; lack of
mentoring is the dominant reason cited (Darling-
Hammond & Ball, 1997). Long-term mentoring
programs would be cost effective, as they would
allow teachers more time to collaborate and provide
support to each other, which would reduce teacher
turnover. With long-term mentoring, and conditional
tuition-free education, novice teachers would feel
more confident in the classroom, and would be
financially motivated to stay there.

Funding for programs such as these need
not require large tax increases from the general
public; rather a restructuring of the bureaucratic
make-up of schools would generate substantial
funding. Redundant administrative positions
should be consolidated or eliminated. A 1996 study
conducted by the NCTAF found that “teachers in
many nations constitute anywhere from 60% to 80%
of all public school employees, whereas in the
United States only 43% of all employees are
classroom teachers” (Barnett, 2004). If our nation
is indeed at risk, it  doesn’t appear that an
abundance of school administrators is helping the
situation. Raising the percentage of teachers in the
classroom up to international standards implies
smaller class sizes, and perhaps more appropriate
teacher salaries, as administrative salaries are often
much higher than teacher salaries. Reducing
administrative overhead should further benefit
students through increased one-on-one instruction
and higher quality instructors.

The federal government must take control
of what most agree is a national crisis. It is
irresponsible and ineffective to draft legislation like
NCLB, which calls for highly qualified teachers, yet
leave the criteria for determining what defines
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highly-qualified up to the states; this model simply
begs inconsistency and inequity. Our economy is
becoming increasingly globalized, with knowledge
and innovation the most important resources our
country brings to the world market; it is our
government’s obligation to ensure America can
compete in this new economic environment. We
will only be able to succeed in the future with a
highly educated and innovative workforce. We must
motivate teachers to continue their education, and
to use the newest tools and techniques to prepare
students for an ever-changing workforce. We must
respect the teaching profession and support
prospective teachers through the offering of
education subsidies and salaries comparable with
other highly-valued professions. Only then will the
brightest and best step forward as teachers to
usher in the next generation of Americans, allowing
us to continue the economic and social success we
have long enjoyed as a nation.
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