
This is a summary of “Effective Teacher Pathways.” The full policy brief can be found at
https://crea.sites.unlv.edu/policy-papers/

Volume 5, Issue 4 – November 2022

Studies consistently show that teacher 
effectiveness is the most important in-school 
factor in student academic achievement. To 
ensure teachers are prepared, state policies 
have allowed for traditional or alternative (ARL) 
programs. Teachers also must pass licensure 
exams (e.g., PRAXIS) or successfully complete a 
portfolio assessment (e.g., edTPA). 

Overview & Key Findings
Research examining whether traditional or ARL 
programs produce more effective teachers has 
found that both programs can perform well. 
Decades of research on successful teacher 
preparation programs include these six qualities:

Table 1.  Comparing ARL and Traditional Teacher Preparation Pathways

AUTHORS SAMPLE MEASURES FINDINGS

STUDIES EXAMINING DIFFERENCES IN STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT OF TEACHERS FROM DIFFERENT PATHWAYS

Clotfelter, et al., 2007 North Carolina students in 
grades 3 – 8 for 10 years

Student achievement data 
in math and English

• Teachers without standard teaching
credentials were less effective

• Teacher licensure test scores were 
predictive of effectiveness

Boyd, et al., 2006 65,030 teachers in New York City 
with students in grades 4 – 8

Student achievement data in 
math and English

• Teacher preparation pathways produce 
insignificant differences in student 
achievement

Kee, 2012 40,000+ first-year teachers from 
the Schools and Staffing Survey

Survey questions • Teachers from ARL programs feel less
prepared

• Fewer types of coursework and shorter field 
experiences linked to feeling less prepared

Henry, et al., 2014 29,934 North Carolina public 
school teachers with less than 
5 years of experience

Student achievement data 
in multiple subjects

• Some ARL-programs outperformed
traditional preparation programs while 
others underperformed in high school 
math and science

• International teachers were effective
in elementary grades

Shuls & Trivitt, 2015 Arkansas public school teachers 
(2004 – 2008)

Student achievement data 
in math and English

• Licensure exams, particularly the PRAXIS II, 
are predictive of teacher effectiveness

• Teacher certification route made no 
difference in student achievement

Constantine, et al., 
2009

87 traditionally trained teachers 
and 87 ARL teachers  

Student achievement data, 
teacher practices, and 
teacher characteristics

• There was no difference in student 
achievement between ARL and traditional
teachers

Darling-Hammond, et 
al., 2005

15,344 teachers in Houston 
Independent School District 

Student achievement data • Fully certified teachers were more effective 
than uncertified teachers

• Nearly all TFA teachers left teaching within 
3 years

Clear vision of effective 
teaching through all 

learning experiences.

Clear standards of 
professional practice.

Field placements 
integrated with 
course content.

Performance assessments 
that apply course content to 

problems of practice.

A curriculum that includes 
practice, knowledge of child 

development, social and 
cultural contexts, and other 

considerations.

Shared beliefs and 
practices among all 
partners (Darling-
Hammond, 2020).
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Policy Recommendations
•  Balance the need for high-quality teachers with the need for more teachers by using gateway assessments (e.g., 

PRAXIS exams and edTPA), but carefully select cut scores so effective teachers and teachers of color are not 
deterred.

• Consider ways to offset the cost of some of the assessments that have been shown to be a financial barrier for some 
candidates.

•  Encourage the adoption of shared standards of professional practice, effective field placement, and curriculum 
structures across different available pathways.

• Continue to encourage multiple pathways and further innovation, while taking steps to address the lower retention 
rates of ARL programs.

Other areas we explore in the full paper include online preparation programs and portfolio assessment vs. licensure exams 
(See Table 2), which infer mixed implications for entering the teaching profession. Both areas have limited research at this 
time. See more here: https://crea.sites.unlv.edu/policy-papers/

Table 2. Entry Requirements and Teacher Quality

AUTHORS SAMPLE MEASURES FINDINGS

STUDIES EXAMINING DIFFERENCES IN STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT AND LICENSURE EXAMS

Goldhaber, Gratz, 
& Theobald, 2017 

Washington state 
teacher preparation 
program graduates

Washington Educator Skills 
Test-Endorsements and 
student achievement data 
in math and science

• Licensure tests predictive of achievement in high
school biology and less so in middle school

Clotfelter, Ladd, 
& Vigdor, 2007 

North Carolina 
students in grades 
3 – 8 for 10 years

Student achievement data in 
math and English

• Teachers without standard teaching credentials 
were less effective

• Teacher licensure test scores were predictive 
of effectiveness

Shuls & Trivitt, 2015 Arkansas public school 
teachers (2004 – 2008)

Student achievement data 
in math and English

• Licensure exams, particularly the PRAXIS II, 
are predictive of teacher effectiveness

• Teacher certification route made no difference
in student achievement

Wilson, Hallam, 
Pecheone, & Moss, 
2014

Connecticut 
elementary teachers

BEST Portfolio data, 
PRAXIS exams, student 
achievement data

• BEST portfolio scores do indeed distinguish among
teachers who were more and less successful in enhancing
their students’ achievement

• An additional analysis indicated that the BEST portfolios
add information that is not contained in the PRAXIS
tests, and are more powerful predictors of teachers’
contributions to student achievement gains

Goldhaber, Cowan, 
& Theobald, 2017

Washington state 
new teachers

edTPA, student 
achievement data

• Continuous edTPA scores are a significant predictor of
student mathematics achievement in some specifications

• Hispanic candidates in Washington were more than
3 times more likely to fail the edTPA

Research on Preparation Pathways
Empirical research to determine which pathways produce more effective teachers is inconclusive (Wiens, 2012), and 
student achievement data has not shown a pattern of difference (Whitford, et al., 2018). However, research does indicate 
that teachers who have completed traditional or ARL programs are more effective than those with no training or license 
(Kane, et al., 2006). There is some evidence that teachers who went through an ARL program may feel less prepared than 
those who went through a traditional program (Kee, 2012).

Glazerman, et al., 
2006

100 classrooms across  
US regions

Student achievement data • Compared to non-TFA teachers, TFA 
teachers had a positive impact on math and 
no difference in English achievement

Ronfeldt, et al., 2014 3,145 teachers from the Schools 
and Staffing Survey

Survey questions • Teachers who completed more methods 
coursework and field experience were more 
likely to remain in teaching

Table 1. Continued:  Comparing ARL and Traditional Teacher Preparation Pathways
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