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An Analysis of the Structure and Assessment of Standards for Teacher Candidates 
and Programs 

 
Educational standards are largely ignored until policy makers decide to measure 

students (or teachers) against them and then use the results to make important decisions. 
Teacher education was swept into the standards movement over two decades ago and 
today each and every state has a its own comprehensive set of standards for teachers; 
many also have specific standards for initial licensure. We might imagine that variations 
in the states’ educational contexts would result in wide variations.  

In fact, we find a striking sameness of teaching standards, which I will 
demonstrate in the full paper. The larger question, however, is why have standards 
become so ubiquitous? I would suggest the turn from twentieth to twenty-first century is 
likely to be remembered for the intense attention paid to accountability in education. In 
fact, unlike other reforms in education that were based on some curricular (e.g., Sputnik) 
or instructional (e.g., the “reading wars”) foundation, the current reform effort rests on 
the measurement of learning itself, resulting in an irritating begging of the question. As 
contemporary policymakers demanded assessments to gauge the overall achievement of 
public school students in the US, a concomitant effort sought a narrowing of the 
achievement gaps (e.g., between rich and poor, “minority” and “dominant” cultural 
ethnic groups). This linkage and the reforms it has inspired have not been well received 
by most educators and educational researchers.  One needs only to raise the topic of No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) in any group of educators to find evidence of resistance, even 
outright anger over the level of surveillance now found in the nation’s public schools 
(Pease-Alvarez, Samway, & Cifka-Herrera, 2010).  

But it is true that in order to measure or evaluate learning, we must decide what is 
to be taught. Although standards alone will not produce a vast accountability schemes 
such as those we find in K12 education (e.g., No Child Left Behind) or in teacher 
preparation, it is impossible to create a reliable and valid assessment of one’s knowledge 
and skills without first developing standards by which we can judge whether the 
standards have been met.  

In this paper, I pursue three related investigations. First, I conduct a 50 state 
policy analysis of teaching standards. This analysis reveals that the standards across 
states are more or less uniform, reflecting a traditional and somewhat conservative view 
of teaching. This result is predictable, but also disappointing in that no state standard was 
even slightly titled towards a critical stance of teaching, which we might expect given the 
influence of writers such as Paulo Freire and like-minded writers in the US. In every 
instance, teaching standards are written to ensure that teachers, both pre- and inservice, 
are beholden to state-sanctioned K12 standards. Teachers are never encouraged to 
develop curricula that emerge from student interests or concerns, even if such a 
curriculum matches the adopted curriculum. These concerns are addressed in the full 
paper.  

Second, I explored the development of teacher performance assessments 
developed from recent state standards. Evaluating teacher performance must balance 
tensions between reliability and validity, the meaningful and the banal, and perhaps even 
the sacred and the profane. The metaphors we use to describe teaching itself signal such a 
predicament: If teaching is art, then it is probably impossible to measure; if it is a craft, 
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then it might be measureable; if it is skill, then its measurement should be straightforward. 
But educational researchers, educators a fortiori, do not agree on the essence of teaching, 
and we are therefore bound to disagree on how to evaluate it. In particular, I focus on the 
development of the Performance Assessment for California Teachers (PACT), which is 
now the model for a nationwide performance assessment. My analysis demonstrates the 
challenges of turning standards into an actual assessment while also offering a brief and 
weak test of the validity of the PACT. I complied the PACT scores, ratings of university 
supervisors, and the ratings of cooperating teachers for the 85 students who completed 
our program in 2011. For the university supervisors and cooperating teachers, the 
correlation between their ratings was statistically significant (p. < .01) at .41. The PACT, 
on the other hand, correlated weakly with supervisors and cooperating teachers at .26 
(p< .05) and .03, respectively.  As an early and very preliminary test of concurrent 
validity, these findings are surprising and perhaps worrisome.  
 I do not claim that my small data set should cause us to reconsider the validity of 
the PACT. Most importantly, we do not know if the PACT is a better predictor of 
genuine skill in teaching than human ratings, although I suspect not. But even if we can 
imagine that the PACT and other performance measures lack validity, what might be the 
consequences? Specifically, how would policymakers respond?. My guess is that the 
inventive policymaker will turn to student achievement data linked to preparation 
program. Such a linkage is impossible to create, a topic I discuss at length in the paper.  

In the final section of my paper, I explore the efforts of the National Center for 
Teacher Quality (NCTQ) to grade each of the nation’s teacher education programs using 
its own set of standards, developed mostly in isolation from teachers and teacher 
educators. NCTQ has taken, some might say stolen, teacher education’s attention (or is it 
now a compulsion?) with standards, coopted it, and fashioned it into a tool for evaluating 
teacher education programs, whether or not they agree with NCTQ’s standards.   

The most complete state-wide report from NCTQ details the state of Illinois’ 
teacher preparation programs (“examine in unprecedented detail”), and the harshest 
criticism is reserved for three programs operated by Olivet Nazarene University, because, 
in the words of NCTQ, “despite repeated requests, the institution would not cooperate.” 
The rest of the report, I believe, might be confusing for the intended reader, but not 
because the criteria are unclear or that NCTQ was necessarily capricious or biased in 
their assessments (the standards themselves might be tilted towards NCTQ’s biases), but 
I believe they represent, more or less, fair criteria for judgment, and resemble the teacher 
education program standards we find in many states. But after reading through the Illinois 
report, I grew confused and a bit tired. And I wondered if a prospective teaching 
candidate or school administrator would be similarly nonplussed.  
 NCTQ claims that it is providing important information for consumers, both 
prospective teachers seeking a quality program and school administrators looking to hire 
the best teachers. I understand the intent here, but I do not think such a report will have 
much influence. First, prospective teachers rarely conduct a statewide search for the best 
teacher education program. Instead, they seek out the least expensive and closest route to 
the license, regardless of the quality. They seem to know in advance that school 
administrators tend not to be overly concerned with the quality of their credentialing 
institution; rather, they are most interested in how individual preservice teachers perform 
in the practicum (student teaching). A strong letter from a cooperating teacher, especially 
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one who works within the hiring school district, will be given far more weight than the 
license earner’s program affiliation. Second, I find that school hiring panels generally do 
not care where candidates received their credential. Their experience seems to tell them 
that there is far more variability among candidates from a single program than any 
differences that might exist across programs.  

I admit that this lack of attention to the quality of credentialing institutions may 
point out the very problem that NCTQ is trying to solve, but I am not sanguine that 
NCTQ will have any success in getting school officials who make hiring decisions to care 
about where or how their teachers were prepared. Perhaps it’s plain arrogance that leads 
principals and other educators to believe that they can discern the best applicant from a 
45 minute interview and a few letters of reference while ignoring other important 
variables (which might include the quality of candidate’s institution) but they have been 
using their methods for many years, and they will not alter practices as a consequence of 
NCTQ’s reports.  

And in high-need content areas such as mathematics and sciences, as well as 
special education and bilingual education, NCTQ’s effort will have little or no effect. 
Teacher shortages in these fields suggest that schools will likely offer a position to all 
qualified applicants, regardless of where they earned their credential.  In addition, hard-
to-staff schools, especially those in rural regions of the country, where general teacher 
shortages are common, the schools simply cannot be selective, so that the quality of the 
licensing institution will have no bearing on hiring decisions.  

As I read the NCTQ website repeatedly, I found the rhetoric to be an odd mix of 
neo-liberal and neo-conservative ideals.  For instance, NCTQ makes arguments to 
deregulate teacher education by citing Teach for America as a model worth considering 
and perhaps replicating, but then critiques those states lacking a mandate for a minimum 
number of weeks candidates must student teach.  

These contradictions have caused to me wonder about the goals of the anti-teacher 
education “league.” But I also have questions for the unfailing promoters of professional 
school teacher preparation. We must reassess our role in preparing teachers within a 
policy environment that will only become more beholden to standards and their 
assessment.  

Creating standards for teachers and teacher education programs is easy. Put a 
dozen people--they don’t even need to be educators--in a room and they come up with the 
roughly the same list. Developing paper-and-pencil tests, performance assessments, 
accreditation manuals, syllabi rubrics, or interview protocols designed to evaluate teacher 
candidates or teacher education programs is more difficult, but tractable tasks nonetheless. 
Evaluating teaching standards might be the policymaker’s best chance at exacting 
reforms in our schools, but it’s a very blunt tool. Only when the evaluation of teaching 
standards is placed directly in the path of an individual who wants to be a teacher is any 
notice taken, and then only by the candidate herself. The efforts of NCTQ, legislators, 
policymakers, and neo-conservative and neo-liberal pundits alike are largely superfluous. 
Genuine concern for the education of our nation’s children and youth is manifest in 
teaching them or actively preparing those who do.  
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