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Many educators, policymakers, and members of the public talk about 
“highly qualified teachers” as if they are saying the same thing; 
yet despite the fact that the term is defined in law, it remains a 
highly contested concept. If we scratch the surface we will find wide 
disagreement on the concept’s meaning and in perceptions of its 
significance. The issue is further contested if we ask the question of 
how to prepare highly qualified teachers, no matter which definition 
we choose.

The questions I raise are:

• How do we define a highly qualified teacher?

• Why is the issue contested and why is this significant?

• Can we answer the question of how to prepare “highly 
qualified teachers?”

How Do We Define a Highly Qualified Teacher?

For the first time in our history we have a legal definition of a “highly 
qualified teacher.” In the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) the definition 
of a highly qualified teacher in any public elementary or secondary 
school teacher is that:

The teacher has obtained full State certification as a teacher 
(including certification obtained through alternative routes to 
certification) or passed the state teacher licensing examination 



64

and holds a license to teach in such State . . . and the teacher 
has not had certification or licensure requirements waived on 
an emergency, temporary, or provisional basis.1

The definition makes an exception for charter school teachers, relying 
instead on definitions in the state’s charter school law.

The law requires that a new elementary school teacher hold a 
bachelor’s degree, and:

Has demonstrated by passing a rigorous State test, subject 
knowledge and teaching skills in reading, writing, mathematics, 
and other areas of the basic elementary school curriculum.2

For middle or secondary teachers new to the profession, the requirement 
is for a bachelor’s degree and demonstration of:

A high level of competency in each of the academic subjects 
in which the teacher teaches by passing a rigorous state 
academic subject test in each of the academic subjects in 
which the teacher teaches. . . or successful completion in each 
of the academic subjects in which the teacher teaches, of an 
academic major, a graduate degree, coursework equivalent to 
an undergraduate academic major, or advanced certification 
or credentialing.3

For those who are not new and teach at the elementary, middle or 
secondary levels, the definition is that the teacher holds at least the 
bachelor’s degree, meets the standards identified above for middle 
and secondary teachers or demonstrates competence in all academic 
subjects which the individual teaches “based on a high objective 
uniform State standard of evaluations.”4 So the central basis for the 
definition of “highly qualified” is passing tests of content knowledge, the 
only element that the Department of Education is requiring accrediting 
agencies to use as an absolute standard for accreditation in reviewing 
teacher education programs.
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What Is High-Quality Teaching?

Another useful way to think about what we mean by highly qualified 
teachers is by examining what we mean by high-quality teaching. 
A paper by Gary Fenstermacher and Virginia Richardson focuses 
on high-quality teaching; this effort was commissioned by the Board 
on International Comparative Studies in Education of the National 
Academies/National Research Council. In their paper Fenstermacher 
and Richardson argue that:

Quality teaching . . . consists of both good and successful 
teaching. By “good teaching” we mean that the content 
taught accords with disciplinary standards of adequacy and 
completeness, and that the methods employed are age-
appropriate, morally defensible, and undertaken with the 
intention of enhancing the learner’s competence with respect 
to the content studied. . . . By “successful teaching” we mean 
that the learner actually acquires, to some reasonable and 
acceptable level of proficiency, what the teacher is engaged 
in teaching. Such learning is more likely to occur when good 
teaching is joined with three other conditions (willingness and 
effort, social surround, and opportunity). Viewing quality 
teaching in this way permits us to isolate the various factors 
contributing to teaching, and proceed to make an appraisal of 
these different factors.5

The authors reject the claim that teaching does not exist unless learning 
is occurring, and argue that we have many examples in which a 
“task” is separate from the desired “achievement.” For example, one 
can engage in selling without resultant buying, in hunting without 
success, and in racing without always winning. Their analysis points 
out instead that teaching that leads to the desired outcome is successful 
teaching. It is conceivable that teachers can have morally undesirable 
goals, including, for example, “teaching school children how to kill 
with a single blow to the head, to loot without being apprehended, 
or to cheat without being caught.”6 We can add to that list teaching 
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children to be racist or biased, or teaching children to achieve the 
retention of content without understanding. None of these goals would, 
in our view, describe good teaching. Similarly, teaching can use 
inappropriate methodologies, including, they suggest, “beating children 
into submission, drugging them so they are docile, or tempting them 
by dispensing illicit favors for top performers.”7 

Thus the debate over good teaching vs. successful teaching vs. quality 
teaching is far more complex than the definitions included in No 
Child Left Behind, which depend on such factors as completion of an 
appropriate academic major, or passing a test in academic subjects. 
The definition of a highly qualified teacher in No Child Left Behind 
does not include successful teaching. Certainly in defining successful 
and failing schools, we examine success at the school level, but it isn’t 
an integral part of the definition of highly qualified teachers. And so 
in this sense, the definition of highly qualified teaching is contested. 

Why Is the Issue of a “Highly Qualified Teacher” 
Contested?

I would argue that the issue is contested because the legal definition 
of highly qualified teachers is considered in the abstract and is not 
derived from how we conceptualize high-quality teaching. Examining 
the work of Fenstermacher and Richardson may take us a step closer 
in the direction we need to move by focusing on the nature of highly 
qualified teachers, and by arguing for a consideration of both good 
and successful teaching. This is better, but not good enough.

One more step we need to take is a careful consideration of the 
purposes of public education in the United States of America. If all that 
a teacher needs is content knowledge, which is an implication of much 
of the NCLB definition, we must assume that transferring that content 
is the purpose of American public education and that a simple test of 
content knowledge will do to identify such teachers. I would argue that 
such tests are necessary, but far from sufficient. Furthermore, one can 
have good, successful teachers without touching on the core goals of 
public education.
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I have argued elsewhere, as have others, that there are three major 
purposes of public education in the United States. These are:

1. Providing access to knowledge and fostering critical thinking in 
the disciplines to all students.

2. Preparing students to be critical participants in our social and 
political democracy.

3. Providing the opportunity for students to live a rich and 
rewarding personal life.

Each of these public purposes of education must be considered in 
determining what we mean by high quality teaching, and then what 
we mean by a highly qualified teacher. Tina Jacobowitz and I examine 
these goals more fully in our forthcoming book, Teacher Education for 
the Public Purposes of Schools.8 Following is a brief summary of our 
analysis.

First, providing access to knowledge and critical thinking in the 
disciplines is an easily recognizable goal of education. To do so, 
the teacher needs much more than a major in the field, or evidence 
of content knowledge through an assessment. Having a major or 
assuming that teachers understand a discipline does not mean that they 
know how to teach the discipline so as to allow students to make good 
judgments in the context of the discipline, or to solve problems through 
critical thinking.9 Furthermore, it does not assure us that teachers can 
provide appropriate instruction for all students, especially for those 
in urban centers (or in rural schools) where the failure rate is much 
higher than in suburban schools. These are important contextual issues 
that require specially prepared teachers who take into account a great 
deal of work that bears on pedagogy, including the work undertaken 
in defining culturally responsive teaching.10

Second, preparing students to be critical participants in a social 
and political democracy is an age-old purpose of public education, 
embedded in the very concepts of democracy put forth by our founding 
fathers. Benjamin Barber argues “that democracy is not a natural form 
of association; it is an extraordinarily rare contrivance of cultivated 
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imagination.”11 A recent issue of The American Educator was entirely 
devoted to this topic. The guiding concept of the issue was as follows: 
“The political system of democracy is radical, recent and rare. It is our 
children’s inheritance. How best to pass it on?”12 It must be passed on. 
It must be learned newly by each new generation. This is not something 
we can leave to the social studies teacher; rather, every teacher needs 
to learn how to teach to encourage empathy, to be open to others’ 
perspectives, to make good judgments, to argue well for a position 
and to compromise when appropriate. These are the bedrock qualities 
of a person in a democratic society. Notice that these expectations go 
far beyond learning how to register to vote and how to vote, knowing 
the names of the branches of government, or the names of members 
of Congress. Highly qualified teachers must be prepared to pursue this 
central purpose of public education—preparing students to be members 
of a democratic society—but it is nowhere to be found in the definitions 
of quality teachers we have examined in NCLB.

Finally, the purpose of assuring that children have the opportunity for a 
rich and rewarding personal life suggests to me that we need teachers 
who are broadly educated, beyond the majors they might pursue. It is 
here that general education, including study in the arts and literature 
and other aspects of the liberal arts and sciences, are critical, and 
missing from the definitions.

And so the “highly qualified teacher” definitions, it would seem, are 
contested because they start from the wrong place. They begin in the 
abstract rather than from a clear, concise, shared vision of the public 
purposes of education in the United States and what teachers pursuing 
that vision look like.

Why is this significant? In part it is significant because of the evident 
achievement gap in the United States between African American and 
Latino students on one hand and White students on the other. Students 
of color learn in urban schools, where we have the greatest gap in 
highly qualified teachers, and in fact it is these schools, defined in 
terms of access to Title I funding, that NCLB primarily addresses. It 
is these children for whom the hoped-for outcomes of achieving the 
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purposes of public education is often unrealized, including providing 
them with the opportunity to reach the highest possible level of economic 
achievement. It is in these schools that attending to the education 
required for democracy is often ignored in pursuit of success on the 
high-stakes tests by which they are defined. It is in these schools that 
opportunities for cultural experiences likely lead to rich and rewarding 
personal lives are ignored for the same reason. It is in these schools 
that we most need qualified teachers defined in terms of their ability to 
successfully teach for access to knowledge and critical thinking for all 
students, their ability to use appropriate pedagogy including culturally 
responsive teaching, their ability to prepare future critical members of 
our social and political democracy, and to prepare students for rich 
and rewarding personal lives.

Can We Answer the Question of How to Prepare 
“Highly Qualified Teachers”?

Not yet, and certainly not for children in our urban schools. There are 
wide differences about what the research says, about which research 
to follow, and about the hope that we are on the path to answer 
the questions. 

For example, in Secretary of Education Rod Paige’s Second Annual 
Report to Congress on Title II of the Higher Education Act (HEA, passed 
in 1965 and currently in the process of reauthorization), the following 
claims are made:

1. There is consistent evidence that individual teachers make an 
enormous difference in student achievement.

2. There is little evidence regarding the specific teacher attributes 
that lead to increased student achievement.

3. Teachers’ general cognitive ability is the attribute that is most 
strongly correlated with achievement.

4. There is evidence that teacher experience and content 
knowledge are linked to gains in student achievement.
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5. Training in pedagogy, the amount of time spent in practice 
teaching, and master’s degrees have yet to be linked to 
increases in student achievement.

6. There is little compelling evidence that certification requirements 
as currently structured in most states are related to student 
effectiveness.13

For point 2, no specific reference is provided by the Secretary. For 
points 3 and 5, no research more recent than 1996 is cited. The 
report does go on to say that, “Neither last year’s report nor the 
present report contend that attributes like training in pedagogy or 
time spent in field practice teaching are not valuable. All the reports 
suggest is that the evidence linking these attributes to increases in 
student achievement is weak, and certainly not as strong as evidence 
linking general cognitive ability, experience and content knowledge 
to teacher effectiveness.”14 Secretary Paige goes on to cite Director 
Grover Whitehurst of the Institute for Education Sciences, who argues 
that “Research on teacher preparation and professional development is 
a long way from the stage of converging evidence and professional 
consensus.”15

It is interesting to note that despite the Secretary’s argument that state 
certification is no guarantee of teacher quality, it is a primary factor 
included in the NCLB definition of teacher quality.

In contrast to these conclusions is the research reported in “Wanted: A 
National Teacher Supply Policy for Education: The Right Way to Meet 
the ‘Highly Qualified Teacher’ Challenge.”16 In that report, the authors 
cite studies that contradict those cited by the Secretary. These studies 
found that:

1. Teachers’ professional knowledge, experience, enthusiasm, 
flexibility, perseverance, and concern for children along 
with many specific teaching practices make a difference in 
learning.17

2. The strongest guarantee of teacher effectiveness in student 
learning is a combination of all these factors.18
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3. Studies that focus on teacher academic ability have been lacking 
in examination of other measures of teacher preparation.19

4. Studies that have looked at teachers’ knowledge of both subject 
matter and how to teach find that knowing how to teach has 
strong effects on student achievement and how to teach is as 
important as content knowledge.20

5. Mathematics and science achievement are linked to content 
knowledge and teacher education or professional development, 
especially working with diverse student populations, pedagogy 
that included hands-on learning, and pedagogy that focused 
on higher order learning. These were related to training, and 
the combined cumulative effect of these measures outweighed 
socioeconomic background on student achievement.21

6. There are significant links between teacher education, creden-
tial status, and scores on licensure tests and student achieve-
ment.22

7. Certification has a strong effect on student achievement com-
pared to under-preparation of teachers.23

8. We need to know more about the effect of alternate-route 
programs. Research is not definitive, but most studies support 
extensive training programs that place teachers in classrooms 
with little preparation or support.24

So it seems to be the case that different conclusions can be drawn 
depending on which research one consults, although the research that 
argues that there is evidence that more than content knowledge and 
general intelligence is what matters is more recent than research that 
does not see a connection to student achievement.

For me, generalized studies or studies with a limited focus are 
not enough for policy making. Perhaps nowhere has the supply 
of highly qualified teachers been more deficient than in New York 
City, which has 1.1 million children in its public schools. Combined 
with the potential for teacher retirements, there are critical shortages 
in mathematics, science, and nearly every other area. To solve the 
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problem, and to meet a court mandate to have certified teachers in 
every classroom, a number of “pathways” into teaching have sprung 
up to join long-standing routes to teaching, all of which would provide 
teachers meeting the “highly qualified” definition in NCLB. Among the 
pathways are the following:

1. College-based teacher education programs authorized by the 
state.

2. New York City Teaching Fellows, an alternate route program 
sponsored by the city with a short introductory preparation 
program and a master’s degree provided by the college.

3. The Teaching Opportunity Program, an alternate route program 
sponsored by the City University of New York focusing on 
mathematics, science, literacy, and Spanish, including a full 
master’s degree.

4. Teach for America.

5. Transcript Review.

To seek some answers to the questions about the attributes of highly 
qualified teachers—those engaging in both good and successful teaching 
and those in pursuit of all the public purposes of education—The City 
University of New York’s Teacher Education Office in the central 
Office of Academic Affairs prepared a set of research questions and 
solicited researchers interested in pursuing them. We were committed to 
finding researchers from outside the University to assure credibility. The 
questions, designed by myself and by Carla Asher, University Director 
of Teacher Education, were these:

1. What are the essential elements of the different pathways to 
teaching in New York City? To what extent are the models 
carried out with fidelity (for example, to what extent do 
Teaching Fellows get mentoring support during the first year of 
teaching)?

2. What are the characteristics of teachers who enter by the 
different routes (age, race, gender, college G.P.A., scores on 
state tests, certificate issued, type of undergraduate college 
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(e.g., private, public, in New York City, in New York State, 
outside the state), undergraduate major, graduate major and 
degrees where appropriate, reasons for entering teaching)?

3. What are the characteristics of the schools in which teachers 
prepared by the different pathways teach (e.g., Schools 
Under Registration Review [SURR], hard-to-staff, other; student 
demographics; elementary, middle, or high school)?

4. How does the context of the schools in which they are working 
influence the new teachers and how do they influence the 
schools? To what extent do they participate in a professional 
community in their schools?

5. What is the rate of retention in teaching in New York City 
(after one year, after two years, after three years and beyond) 
of teachers who enter by different routes? How does this vary 
by type of school placement, e.g., SURR, hard-to-staff, other; 
elementary, middle, or high school; student demographics? 
What are the characteristics of those who stay?

6. What are the characteristics (including school assignment 
and pathway to teaching) of teachers who leave teaching in 
New York City? Why do they leave? How many leavers take 
teaching jobs in New York State outside of New York City?

7. What is the cost of the different models, including both input 
costs and the cost of yielding teachers who stay in teaching in 
NYC for three years or more?

8. What is the quality of the performance of the teachers 
produced by the different pathways as assessed by the 
teachers themselves and by their supervisors? How does each 
group rate the teachers’ preparation to teach?

9. What are the outcomes for students of teachers prepared by 
the different pathways?

To attract high quality researchers, we promised to provide seed 
funding of up to $600,000 to engage in a longitudinal study of all 
teachers entering the New York City Public Schools over a three-
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year period prospectively, and over 10 years respectively. To do this, 
we needed access to the data warehouses of the New York City 
Department of Education, the New York State Department of Education 
and the City University of New York. In addition to the City University 
of New York, private colleges have joined the study so as to include 
all colleges providing at least 1 percent of new teachers to the city in 
recent years.

Jim Wyckoff, Donald Boyd, and Hamp Lankford, labor economists at 
the Rockefeller Institute, SUNY Albany, Susanna Loeb, labor economist 
at Stanford University, and Pam Grossman, Professor of Education 
at Stanford University, were selected as the research team. They 
developed the design for the study25, secured agreements for access to 
the databases with assistance from the Office of Teacher Education at 
CUNY, and successfully sought funding from the Carnegie Corporation 
of New York and the Spencer Foundation. Support from the National 
Science Foundation (NSF) is also expected. Before NSF support, the 
budget for the project is in excess of $3,500,000.

Each pathway will be studied to determine its conception of education 
and its fidelity to what it claims to accomplish. Teachers will be 
followed to answer all the questions posed.

Conclusion

The legal definition of “highly qualified teacher” is contested in that it 
does not take into account the purposes of education, and research 
cited to support the concept is drawn from a limited sampling.

In order to operationalize the concept of a “highly qualified teacher,” 
we need research that focuses on a limited data set (the New York 
City data is large, but it is limited), that takes into account the purposes 
of public education that pathways into teaching use in preparation, 
that follows teachers longitudinally, and that includes their success with 
student achievement gains as one of the central variables. Such a study 
is now underway and will, at least for New York City, provide some 
answers to the questions of what highly qualified teachers are and how 
we can best prepare them. 
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