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ATTENTION NEA AFFILIATES: NEW BRIEF EXAMINING ‘TEACH FOR AMERICA’ URGES POLICYMAKERS TO RETURN TO THE EVIDENCE
BACKGROUND: As the news media, policymakers and stakeholders embrace “feel-good” educational programs that appear to promote inspiration and reforms such as Teach For America, a new brief urges decision makers to pause and rethink the evidence of whether programs like TFA really provide the solution to improving teacher quality at “hard-to-staff” urban and rural schools.

In an updated brief Teach For America: A Return to the Evidence, Julian Vasquez Heilig of the University of Texas at Austin and Su Jin Gatlin Jez of California State University, Sacramento, write that credible, peer-reviewed research on the impact of TFA teachers has produced a mixed picture, with results affected by the experience and certification level of the teachers and their comparison group. Because of these variables, information and results vary from community to community, including student test-score results as well as the cost to taxpayers for hiring TFA teachers, which can run into the tens of thousands of dollars per person.

WHY YOU SHOULD CARE: At the same time that Teach For America is being held up as a model for educational reform by some politicians and the media, a debate is also brewing within the TFA community itself: Alumni and current corps members are starting to speak up about the shortcoming of the program. Mainstream and well-regarded media outlets such as The Atlantic, the New York Times, the Washington Post and others are shedding a light on the debate surrounding the TFA model of placing college graduates, who do not typically have an education background, into school districts facing teacher shortages after undergoing five-weeks of training (compared to the years of professional education and training that graduates in certified teaching programs undergo). More than 80 percent of TFA corps members leave the classroom after three years, creating high turnover and teacher churn, which Heilig and Jez point out in their study comes at significant costs to school districts and to taxpayers. Furthermore, the high attrition rate of the TFA program creates a high degree of instability in the teaching and learning environment in the classroom.
A SUMMARY OF HEILIG AND JEZ’S BRIEF:

Heilig and Jez recommend focusing on programs that can improve the overall quality of teaching instead of trying to understand whether or not TFA teachers are as good as non-TFA teachers. Policymakers and school districts should invest in evidence-based reforms that are already improving student success by larger margins than the mixed evidence on TFA. 
At the same time, they note that teachers – TFA corps members and non-TFA teachers – typically gain confidence and show marked improvement as educators after two years of classroom teaching. Because most TFA corps members leave after two years, potentially capable teachers from this pool is significantly diminished, leading Heilig and Jez to recommend that districts find ways to encourage teachers from the TFA program to remain beyond two years.
If districts have no choice but to hire TFA corps members, they should consider the following: 

· Support TFA staffing only when the alternative hiring pool consists of uncertified and emergency teachers or substitutes.

· Consider the additional costs of TFA teachers and press for contractual five-year commitments to improve student test-score achievement and reduce costly teacher turnover. 

· Require TFA teachers to receive additional teacher training that is based on well-supported best practices in in-service teacher professional development.

· Independently obtain contracts and data to compare finder fees, placement, and attrition rates of TFA teachers, and various costs by community.
Ultimately, Heilig and Jez say the best solution to improving teacher quality is for policymakers and school districts to focus on attracting the nation’s most talented college students to teaching as a profession and not a temporary solution.

Nevertheless, they caution policymakers to remember that TFA teachers are a slightly better alternative when the hiring pool in a school district is comprised of primarily uncertified and emergency teachers.
Find the brief on the Great Lakes Center website:

http://www.greatlakescenter.org
Materials attached: To help communicate this message to policymakers and others, this toolkit includes the following materials, which are designed to make the research relevant, user-friendly and understandable as you deliver it to a broad audience:
· General Overview

· Question and Answer Document

· Talking Points

· Sample Blog
· Sample Letters to the Editor

· Social Media Web posting (Facebook/Twitter)

The Mission of the Great Lakes Center for Education Research and Practice is to support and disseminate high quality research and reviews of research for the purpose of informing education policy and to develop research-based resources for use by those who advocate for education reform. For more information on the Great Lakes Center, please visit us on the web or follow us on Twitter & Facebook.
