
Teachers’ Level Of  Education: Impact On Class-
room Quality And Children’s Academic Outcomes

An increasing emphasis has been placed on quality teach-
ing in recent years as policymakers look for ways to

make sure children enter school ready to learn and to im-
prove the classroom experience young students encounter
when they get there. In most cases, policies define qualified
teachers by their level of education.

 Nearly all state certification standards for “highly quali-
fied” teachers focus on degree status.1 Also, more and more
state policies are requiring preschool teachers to have at
least a Bachelor’s degree, preferably in early childhood edu-
cation. Recent studies suggest, however, that a focus on a
teacher’s education level alone is not enough to guarantee
improvements in classroom quality or the academic outcomes
of children in preschool and elementary school. The findings
are not reported as an indictment of the role of teachers’
education in creating quality learning opportunities. Instead,
they suggest that teachers’ education should be considered
one part of a system of factors that contribute to teacher
quality, classroom quality, and children’s gains.

The studies also note that little attention has been given
to measuring the opportunities to learn that teachers create
in the classroom – the quantity and quality of instruction and
the relationships between teachers and children – and that
more research is necessary to better understand how teacher
preparation programs influence the quality of teaching, the
quality of classrooms, and the outcomes of students.
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Requiring public preschool teachers to have at least a
Bachelor’s degree is a trend in early education policy across
the United States aimed at providing high-quality early learning
opportunities for young children. Of the 38 states that sup-
port prekindergarten programs, 17 require lead teachers to
hold at least a Bachelor’s degree. Another 12 require at least
some of a program’s teachers to have a Bachelor’s degree.2

This emphasis on preschool teachers’ education has
foundations in research. In the childcare literature, for ex-
ample, most studies have suggested an association between

higher levels of teacher education and higher global quality
in center-based care.3 However, while the existing literature
generally indicates that more education may be beneficial,
there is no conclusive evidence that a teacher with a
Bachelor’s degree or any other specific level of education
will produce a high-quality classroom.

Recent ResearchRecent ResearchRecent ResearchRecent ResearchRecent Research
A study published earlier this year in the journal Child

Development examined seven major studies of early care
and education that predicted classroom quality and the aca-
demic outcomes of 4-year-olds from the educational level
and major of their teachers.The findings, in general, suggest
that teachers’ level of education is not a very reliable tool for
predicting classroom quality and children’s outcomes.

Evidence that better-educated teachers had higher qual-
ity classrooms was found in two studies, including a national
study that examined the effectiveness of Early Head Start
programs. The Early Head Start study, for example, reported
that classrooms taught by teachers with a graduate degree
had higher Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale –
Revised (ECERS-R) scores than classrooms taught by teach-
ers with a Bachelor’s degree. In turn, teachers with a
Bachelor’s degree had higher ECERS-R classroom scores
than teachers with an Associate’s degree.

However, no evidence supporting an association be-
tween teachers’ education and classroom quality was found
in four other studies. And one study found that teachers with
a Bachelor’s degree had lower quality classrooms than teach-
ers who did not have a Bachelor’s degree.

Limited evidence was found for an association between
teachers’ level of education and the academic outcomes of
their students. For example, among the studies that included
a prereading measure for students, two reported that
children’s scores were modestly higher when teachers had
a Bachelor’s degree, but three other studies found no as-
sociation between prereading scores and teacher’s highest
level of education.

When math skills were examined, five of seven studies
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reported no association between children’s early math skills
and whether the teacher had a Bachelor’s degree or higher.

In five of the studies, researchers were able to exam-
ine whether having a degree and a major in early childhood
was associated with classroom quality and students’ aca-
demic gains. Three studies found no association. Two others
did report some association. For example, the Early Head
Start study found that among teachers who majored in early
childhood education or child development, those with gradu-
ate degrees had higher quality classroom than teachers with
a Bachelor’s degree, who, in turn, had higher quality class-
rooms than teachers with an Associate’s degree. But the
study did not find a significant association between children’s
outcomes and teachers who majored in early childhood edu-
cation or child development.

Researchers Urge CautionResearchers Urge CautionResearchers Urge CautionResearchers Urge CautionResearchers Urge Caution
Researchers cautioned that the findings should not be

considered an indictment of teacher education. Instead, the
results likely reflect the current realities in the field.

One possible reason cited by the researchers for the
weak associations between teacher education and classroom
quality may be that the teacher preparation system does not
adequately prepare teachers to teach preschoolers. For ex-
ample, the U.S. Department of Education only recently raised
the standards for effective educational practices4 and it is
likely that many veteran teachers in the field were exposed
to studies using the new standards. Also, a review of K-12
teachers suggests that the research base for coursework,
methods, and pedagogy in teacher preparation programs is
lacking.5 This may also be true in the early childhood field.

Researchers also suggest that forming trusting, respect-
ful relationships with students may be underemphasized in
the preparation of early childhood teachers. Teachers may
enter the field strong in content knowledge around academic
instruction, but weak in building the individual relationships
that have been shown to be critical in building a basis for
learning during early childhood, including academic skills.6

Teachers also do not work in a vacuum. Even the most
highly skilled need adequate materials, curricular support,
skilled teaching assistants, and a physical setting suited to
the needs of young children to be effective. Teachers who
do not receive this support to effectively implement what
they have learned was cited as another reason why a stron-
ger association between teacher education and classroom
quality was not found. Studies suggest, for example, that
entry-level teachers often feel overwhelmed and could use
monitoring or coaching when they first begin teaching.7 Also,
lower wages typical of preschool programs may lead the
best teachers with a Bachelor’s degree to take better-pay-
ing elementary school jobs.

Raising Child Care QualityRaising Child Care QualityRaising Child Care QualityRaising Child Care QualityRaising Child Care Quality
In Pennsylvania, recent initiatives have shown some

promise in improving the knowledge of child care providers,
raising the quality of their programs, and contributing to edu-
cational gains among young children.

A recent study, for example, suggests that the Key-
stone STARS program helped to reverse a near decade-long
decline in the quality of child care in the state. The initiative
of the Department of Public Welfare’s Office of Child De-
velopment uses incentives, support, and assistance to en-
courage providers to improve the quality of their early care
and education programs. Providers work to achieve multiple
levels of quality. Each level builds on the previous one and
uses research-based best practices to improve program qual-
ity and child outcomes. The standards address issues such
as staff qualifications and professional development, early
learning, partnerships with family and community, and lead-
ership and management.

Child care centers participating in Keystone STARS
were found to have higher quality than the Pennsylvania
average for child care centers. The higher the STARS level
providers achieved, the higher were their quality scores.
Overall, Environmental Rating Scales (ERS) scores range
from 4.11 for centers at the STARS entry level to 5.42 for
those at the highest STARS level. The average ERS scores
for child care centers not participating in STARS was 3.94.
Child care centers that achieved the two highest STARS
levels had significantly higher overall ECERS-R scores than
centers not enrolled in the Keystone STARS system.8

The study also reported that teachers with college de-
grees provided higher quality early education and care. Child
care centers and family child care homes had significantly
higher ERS scores when the teacher had at least an
Associate’s Degree, regardless of the STARS level they
achieved. Teachers with at least five years of experience
had significantly higher ERS scores than those with less ex-
perience.

In western Pennsylvania, Keystone STARS was an
essential part of the Strengthening Early Learning Supports
(SELS) project that improved the quality and quantity of early
learning opportunities in four at-risk neighborhoods. One suc-
cessful SELS strategy was to assign coaches to work indi-
vidually with providers to encourage their participation in
Keystone STARS and provide them with support in raising
the quality of their programs. Before SELS, only eight of
123 neighborhood child care providers were participating in
Keystone STARS. At the end of the 17-month SELS project,
84 providers were enrolled in the Keystone STARS quality
system.9

Elementary ClassrElementary ClassrElementary ClassrElementary ClassrElementary Classroom Experiencesoom Experiencesoom Experiencesoom Experiencesoom Experiences
A recent major study suggests that in elementary school

classrooms, as in preschool settings, the education of teach-
ers does not guarantee their students high-quality learning
experiences.

The study, published this year in the journal, Science,
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examined the elementary classroom experiences of more
than 1,000 children recruited at birth in 10 U.S. cities, includ-
ing Pittsburgh. The sample covered more than 2,500 class-
rooms in more than 1,000 elementary schools. All of the
teachers had a Bachelor’s degree, 90% had state teaching
credentials, and 44% had a master’s degree.

ClassrClassrClassrClassrClassroom Experiencesoom Experiencesoom Experiencesoom Experiencesoom Experiences
The experiences of fifth graders, although highly vari-

able, were found to focus more toward performance of ba-
sic reading and math skills, rather than problem-solving and
reasoning skills or other content areas, the study reported.
Few opportunities were provided to learn in small groups, to
improve analytical skills, or to interact extensively with teach-
ers. Fifth grade results were similar to those found in first
and third grade classrooms.

Fifth graders, for example, spent more than 91% of
their time working in whole-group or individual-seatwork
settings. Only 7% of their time was spent in small group
instruction, typically groups of two to five students.

In the fifth grade, 37% of instruction was in literacy
and 25% was in math. In first and second grade classrooms,
math accounted for more than 50% of instruction. Also in
the fifth grade, science accounted for 11% of instruction and
social studies for 13%. The average fifth grader received
five times as much instruction in basic skills as instruction
focused on problem solving or reasoning. Fifth grade teach-
ers spent 17% of their time instructing students on managing
materials and time.

The study found that while children were engaged in
instructional activities, they typically were exposed to only
one method of instruction, such as a vocabulary worksheet
or watching the teacher do math problems on the blackboard.
Children also received fairly generic feedback about their
performance and it was focused primarily on the correct-
ness of their work.

Researchers also examined the amount of verbal and
non-verbal interaction teachers had with individual children.
Their findings suggest that most of the time children were
left to manage their own learning and activity without con-
tact with the teacher. Also, children who needed support were
unlikely to receive it consistently.

The study reported that classroom dynamics were not
related to teachers’ degree status or experience. Overall,
the researchers stated, their findings indicated a pattern of
instruction that “appears inconsistent with aims to add depth
to students’ understanding, particularly in mathematics and
science.”

PPPPPolicolicolicolicolicy Implicay Implicay Implicay Implicay Implicationstionstionstionstions
Teachers play a critical role in determining the quality

of the young children’s learning experiences and academic
outcomes. Recognizing this, education policies have increas-
ingly sought to improve the quality of teachers in the nation’s

schools and early care and education programs, largely by
using the level of teacher education as the standard.

Recent major studies strongly suggest, however, that
such a standard is too narrow – that the degrees teachers
attain do not guarantee quality classrooms and improved stu-
dent achievement.

Researchers who examined seven major studies of pre-
school programs and published their results in Child Devel-
opment, concluded: “The studies, taken together, do not
provide convincing evidence of an association between teach-
ers’ education or major and either classroom quality or
children’s academic gains.”

In a study of elementary classrooms published in Sci-
ence, researchers stated: “It is troubling that opportunities to
learn in classrooms are unrelated to features intended to regu-
late such opportunities and that students most in need of
high-quality instruction are unlikely to experience it consis-
tently. If metrics and regulations for high-quality teaching
continue to rely on teachers’ credentials or school attributes,
actual opportunities to learn may not be driven to improve.”

RRRRRedefedefedefedefedefining Quality Tining Quality Tining Quality Tining Quality Tining Quality Teaceaceaceaceachinghinghinghinghing
The American Association of Colleges for Teacher

Education (AACTE), in a statement last year to the Com-
mission on No Child Left Behind, challenged the commission’s
definition of a “highly qualified teacher” as too narrowly fo-
cused on teachers knowing their content. The AACTE ar-
gued that the term “highly qualified” should be reserved for
teachers who not only know their content, but are also able
to teach it effectively.10

Effective teaching, the AACTE stated, includes being
able to engage students’ interest in a subject; impart the con-
tent in ways that children will comprehend; change teaching
strategies to address the learning styles of diverse learners;
and observe student progress toward standards and inter-
pret scores from formal assessments, then make the appro-
priate adjustments in their teaching.

The AACTE, in recommending a more demanding defi-
nition, said prospective teachers should exhibit consistent
success through a substantial pre-service clinical experience
in a challenging school setting supervised by both university-
and school-based faculty. The AACTE also recommended
that a portion of No Child Left Behind funds be spent on
school/university partnerships based on a Professional De-
velopment School model for the purposes of candidate de-
velopment, new teacher induction, ongoing professional
development, and to improve teacher retention.

The Professional Development School (PDS) model
involves an intensive, collaborative relationship between
community school systems and an education college. It is
based, in part, on the teaching hospital model, in which prac-
titioners contribute to advancing the field and training the
next generation of doctors and other health professionals.
The PDS is designed to improve the training of students who
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want to become teachers by providing more actual class-
room experience and to improve the skills of experienced
teachers by offering more professional development oppor-
tunities and contact with an education college.

Few systematic evaluations of the PDS model have
been done. However, available evidence suggests the poten-
tial to improve teachers’ classroom skills, student outcomes,
and teacher retention. A Rand Corporation study, for example,
found that high school students in a West Virginia PDS gen-
erally outscored students who were not in the PDS in the
basic skills and math portions of the Stanford Achievement
Test.11

Further Study NeededFurther Study NeededFurther Study NeededFurther Study NeededFurther Study Needed
The need for further research is a conclusion consis-

tent with the results of major studies of the association be-
tween teachers’ education and classroom quality and student
outcomes. For example, despite evidence that teachers’ in-
structional practices and relationships with students are criti-
cal to classroom quality and students’ learning, observations
of classroom experiences for large samples of students are
limited.

In the Child Development report, researchers empha-
sized the need for more precise studies of specific types of
teacher preparation and how they interact with other teacher
and program characteristics to produce a high-quality edu-
cational experience for children.

The report suggests that teachers’ education be con-
sidered part of a system of factors that contribute to teacher
quality, which in turn is related to classroom quality and
children’s gains. The findings, the authors state, should not
be seen as diminishing the value of education in high-quality
programs for young children. “Rather, these findings can serve
as a springboard that moves research and policy regarding
the role of teachers’ education and, more broadly, teacher
quality to a new level that is increasingly multifaceted and
nuanced.”
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