
I would like to share with you the story of the development of standards for 
teacher educators. There are three chapters to this story: the history of the 
development of the teacher educator standards as they now exist; what we 
have learned about developing and using standards for teacher educators; 
and the current work on the standards, which focuses on the assessment of 
teacher educators and the alignment between teacher educator standards, 
teacher standards, and student standards. 

The Development of Teacher Educator Standards
The Association of Teacher Educators (ATE) is an individual membership 
association devoted solely to the improvement of teacher education both 
for school-based and postsecondary teacher educators. In 1992, ATE 
initiated a process to identify standards for teacher educators, partly with 
the goal of creating a certifi cation process for master teacher educators. In 
October 1994, more than 100 teacher educators responded to a survey with 
recommendations on the development of standards. The ATE Commission 
on the Assessment of Teacher Educator Standards, chaired and led by Robert 
Houston, used this input to develop standards for teacher educators, and 
ATE approved the standards in February 1996. A listing of those standards 
appears in summary form below.1
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Master teacher educators:

• Standard 1: Model professional teaching practices that demonstrate 
knowledge, skills, and a� itudes refl ecting the best available practices 
in teacher education.

• Standard 2: Inquire into and contribute to one or more areas of 
scholarly activity that are related to teaching, learning, and/or 
teacher education.

• Standard 3: Inquire systematically into, and refl ect on, their own 
practice and demonstrate commitment to lifelong professional 
development.

• Standard 4: Provide leadership in developing, implementing, and 
evaluating programs for educating teachers that embrace diversity 
and are rigorous, relevant, and grounded in accepted theory, 
research, and best practice.

• Standard 5: Collaborate regularly and in signifi cant ways with 
representatives of schools, universities, state education agencies, 
professional associations, and communities to improve teaching, 
learning, and teacher education.

• Standard 6: Serve as informed, constructively critical advocates 
for high quality education for all students, public understanding 
of educational issues, and excellence and diversity in the teaching 
and teacher education professions.

• Standard 7: Contribute to improving the teacher education 
profession.

To disseminate the new standards, commission members developed a 
workshop manual and conducted workshops at a variety of national, state, 
and local meetings. The manual defi nes the teacher educator, lists the 
standards (with an expanded cataloging of evidence and indicators), and 
suggests possible uses of the standards. The manual also includes exercises 
that can be used to orient others to the standards. 
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In conducting these workshops, we learned more about the possible uses 
of the standards as well as the obstacles to their use. What we learned 
most clearly, unfortunately, was that there was li� le interest in using the 
standards at all. The primary reasons were that (1) there was no consensus 
in the fi rst place about who is considered a teacher educator; (2) there was 
reluctance to accept what many referred to as “one more set of standards”; 
and (3) there was li� le agreement about the usefulness of the standards. 

In 2002 Fran van Tassell, then president of ATE, appointed a new commission 
to address these barriers and revise the standards. I will take a look at the 
above obstacles before describing where we are going now with the new 
commission. 

Who Is a Teacher Educator?
All educators know very well that learning to teach is a complex, almost 
indefi nable process. A list of all the individuals who contribute to a teacher’s 
competence would include college instructors, fellow students, mentors, 
cooperating teachers, parents, and colleagues. It was a surprise to us that 
in every workshop we conducted for teacher educator audiences, simply 
identifying the teacher educator was a challenge. The tendency among 
workshop participants was to include everyone who associates with the 
future teacher in any context, from the college and university instructors 
who teach content courses, to classroom teachers who provide a model 
for the teacher candidate to emulate, to specialists (e.g., guest speakers, 
workshop leaders) who provide short-term, specialized training. 

Without a doubt, all of these individuals have an important infl uence on 
the future teacher and contribute in signifi cant ways to the future teacher’s 
education and training. But these are not the people we had in mind when 
we wrote the standards and these are not the individuals we envision as 
users of the standards. An eff ective teacher educator does provide high-
quality content instruction and also is able to train teachers in specifi c 
skills and some of the more technical aspects of pedagogy—such as the 
ability, for example, to ask questions with clear heuristic value. However, 
the commission sees eff ective teaching and the eff ective teacher educator 
in much broader terms.
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Teacher educators can best be identifi ed as those educators who provide 
formal instruction or conduct research and development for educating 
prospective and practicing teachers. Their basic responsibility is to prepare 
teachers, and they view that role as a distinct component of professional 
education. That is, they recognize that the education of teachers is a unique 
aspect of teaching and that it has its own knowledge base. They also 
recognize that they must acquire that knowledge base and continue their 
own education in order to improve the practice of teaching others to teach. 
They actively seek professional development activities in the area of teacher 
education, such as keeping up with the research on school change. They 
evaluate the implications of that research for the continuing education of 
practicing teachers and for preservice and in-service teacher development. 
The teacher educator is someone who integrates these and other areas of 
knowledge into programs for staff  development.

Teacher educators may be employed by universities, schools and school 
districts, private institutions, professional organizations, and regional, 
state, and federal education agencies. They may also specialize in particular 
areas such as teaching mathematics, early childhood education, or bilingual 
education. They provide the professional education component of preservice 
programs and the staff  development component of in-service programs. 
Because teacher education continues throughout the careers of teachers, 
the designation of teacher educator includes personnel who participate in 
the formal part of career-long training. Like teacher educators who provide 
instruction for prospective teachers, these individuals provide up-to-date 
knowledge and skills for teachers.

Factors Working Against Acceptance 
of the Standards
I do not know of any professional group that has ever been excited initially 
about the development and imposition of standards. Certainly many K–12 
schools did not immediately welcome the standards for student learning. 
Then came standards for teachers.
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Because every other branch of education has standards, it might have been 
logical for teacher educators to expect and perhaps even to welcome the 
introduction of teacher educator standards. Not so! When the standards 
were introduced at the workshops, we heard many objections.

• “Following a set of standards is not part of my job!” This comment was 
heard particularly from school personnel who provide continuing 
education for teachers and who are responsible for helping teachers 
grow professionally. Some school administrators have so many 
responsibilities that they see the adoption of new standards as 
potentially adding to their burden. Some teacher educators from 
small colleges also commented that they already have much too 
much to worry about. 

• “I have a Ph.D.—that’s all the validation I need!” Some university 
faculty members defi ne their role in teacher education much more 
narrowly than the standards do. Some professors believe that a 
doctoral degree speaks for itself, and they resist the standards as an 
imposition unworthy of their role. Some are particularly resistant 
to any standard that involves evaluation of their teaching. Faculty 
members at research universities, in particular, tend to focus on 
scholarly and wri� en work as the major factors in tenure and 
promotion. However, professors at small colleges and community 
colleges o� en claimed the opposite, saying that “the standards are 
tailored for research institutions.” 

• “A data-driven process has nothing to do with teacher preparation!” 
In general, teaching is not a data-friendly culture. “Standards 
constrain individualism and creativity,” is a cry we heard o� en. 
Or, “Standards represent the status quo rather than the dynamic 
and changing roles of teacher educators.” We tend not to welcome 
the evaluation of our product, let alone a� ribute our success as 
teacher educators to the teacher education process we ourselves 
experienced. Although we know that quality education depends 
on good teachers, we are reluctant to think about the quality of 
teacher educators as we make decisions about improving teacher 
education. 
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In undertaking work on the new standards, the current commission is 
paying a� ention to all of these objections. We know that we have to address 
them as we work on raising the standards to a new level of usefulness. 
We understand that there is a lot more work to be done in terms of 
demonstrating the value of the standards to teacher educators and teacher 
candidates. 

The Value of the Standards
Standards of practice for teacher educators should represent agreements 
about what teacher educators should think about, know, and be able to 
do. Forging these agreements gives teacher educators the opportunity 
to review and adopt a knowledge base that can be tested, modifi ed, and 
revised when appropriate. Such dialogue will add immeasurably to the 
public debate on schooling and teacher preparation.

Teacher educators have an obligation to be precise about what the work of 
a teacher educator entails. To do less at a time when the quality of children’s 
education has become a national priority is almost indefensible. The 
standards of teacher educators will not only provide a vehicle for precision 
about these ma� ers; it will also provide the opportunity to organize our 
knowledge base into a more coherent and publicly recognized specialty.

Developing standards for teacher educators is an exercise that can provide 
us with be� er insights into the professional role of teacher educators, but 
there are also more practical uses for the standards. The ATE Standards for 
Teacher Educators can spark continuing debate and discussion about the 
defi nition, roles, and expectations of teacher educators, both in the present 
and as they evolve over time in response to changing circumstances. The 
standards may serve as an impetus for self-study within the profession, 
such as the collection of data on performance, expectations, and/or 
working conditions of teacher educators. Even if these standards are used 
mostly by teacher educators themselves for the purpose of self-assessment, 
we believe strongly in their value. For individual teacher educators, the 
standards may be used as a guide to the construction of portfolios and 
curricula vitae and as a reference, along with the workshop manual 

Fisher



195

exercises, in graduate-level courses that prepare teacher educators. Those 
who employ teacher educators—universities, schools, and others—can 
benefi t from having an external set of benchmarks about the quality of 
teacher education. For academic institutions, the standards may be used 
as one basis for determining expectations or assessing the performance of 
individual teacher educators. They may be used as a hiring guide, a guide 
to annual evaluations, a guide to the development of teacher educator 
curricula, and a guide to designing staff  development programs for teacher 
educators. In recent years ATE has used the standards for the selection of a 
“Distinguished Teacher Educator of the Year.” 

In addition, the standards may be a useful reference for those who interact 
with future and current teachers and wish to encourage them to consider 
their possible role in teacher education. I have known several doctoral 
students who, upon studying teacher education as a discipline, have 
changed their career goals and decided to become teacher educators rather 
than specializing in an area such as literacy or special education. These 
standards can help clarify our professional role and specialization and thus 
are useful in terms of inspiring and training future generations of teacher 
educators.

Where We Are Today
So we are back at the task of reviewing the standards, but with a lot more 
insight into the process. The new commission, which is made up of some 
members from the previous commission as well as some new members, 
has been asked to reconsider the standards with a focus on the assessment 
of teacher educators. One of the new commission members conducted a 
survey of deans of colleges of education to see if they knew about ATE’s 
teacher educator standards and if they were being used. The responses 
indicated a modest awareness of the standards and some reference to them 
in the evaluation of teacher educators. Clearly we would like to do be� er 
than that. 

We also understand that assessing teacher educators is a particularly 
diffi  cult task because ultimately the success of a teacher educator is 
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evident not only in the quality of his or her own students—the prospective 
teachers—but also in the educational success of those students’ future 
students—the children they will teach later in their careers. Several years 
ago, for example, I chaired a panel that developed the standards for science 
teachers in Illinois. Our challenge was to create standards for teachers that 
would ensure alignment between their own knowledge and instructional 
practices and the students’ learning standards. For example, if students 
are expected to learn modes of scientifi c inquiry and the relation between 
one scientifi c discipline and another, teachers ought to know and be able 
to teach these same things. The standards we created were intended to 
be useful not only to the teachers themselves but also to the universities 
preparing teachers. Yet at every level we had to remember the ultimate 
goal of alignment with the needs of the stakeholders who were not directly 
involved in the process but were ultimately the most important—the 
children in the classrooms. 

In order to reassess and refi ne the standards, the new commission has 
established three subcommi� ees. One will specifi cally address the 
standards themselves. This subcommi� ee has the task of working on ways 
to be� er align the standards with the current views of eff ective teaching. 
For example, if we want teachers to engage in self-refl ection with regard 
to their teaching, we need to prepare them to develop the appropriate 
knowledge and skills as well as dispositions. If teacher education is to be 
more school based, then university professors must be willing and able to 
take preservice teacher education to the school site. If the process of learning 
to teach continues into the fi rst years of teaching, then the schools need 
to assign personnel who understand and are commi� ed to the continuing 
education of teachers. 

A second subcommi� ee will create a cohort of teacher educators 
representing a wide range of content areas and professional identities to 
explore ways of implementing their teacher educator role in terms of the 
standards. This commi� ee, which met for the fi rst time in conjunction with 
the February 2005 ATE conference in Chicago, will work in parallel with 
the standards subcommi� ee. We see the constructive deliberations between 
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these two subcommi� ees as a valuable way to create eff ective standards 
and assessment indicators. 

The third subcommi� ee, which is just ge� ing started, sees the implemen-
tation of the standards as an opportunity to create an important research 
agenda.

Members of the commission are convinced that the teacher education 
profession is eager to make the changes needed to reform itself for the 
rapid and accelerating changes occurring in every aspect of American life. 
School districts have broadened their professional development programs, 
organized mentoring arrangements for beginning teachers, provided more 
time for focused staff  development, and emphasized student outcomes 
and consequences. Universities have made major changes in preparation 
programs, extended the time prospective teachers spend in school, added 
clinical professors to their faculties, and expanded the professional 
development of their faculties to encompass recent trends and technology. 

The standards facilitate a continuing dialogue to enhance our understanding 
of the multiple roles of teacher educators and the qualities that make them 
eff ective. Many challenges remain. We need to continue to improve the 
standards, to decide how best to diff erentiate entry-level and master teacher 
educators, and to refi ne the standards for the numerous roles of teacher 
educators. We need to relate the standards to the qualities of eff ective 
teachers, to provide tools to help universities, schools, and agencies use 
the standards, and to demonstrate how standards-based assessment can 
be implemented. And fi nally, we need to generate broad-based support for 
using the standards themselves.

Note
1. The complete set of standards can be found on the ATE Web site: 

www.ate1.org.
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