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TEACHER 
CERTIFICATION: 

Who Decides 
Who is 

Prepared? 

My problem began when one of our 
sociology majors asked me to help 
her change her major to education. 

No problem, I thought. I would 
merely read through the certification 
requirements for Massachusetts and 
help her fill out the paperwork. Wrong. 
It turned out that the certification of 
teachers in Massachusetts had become 
more complicated than instructions 
for the assembly of a gas grill. 

I think it would be a service to the 
readers of Bridgewater Review to try 
to describe the events leading to recent 
changes in teacher certification and, to 
the extent possible, to clarify where 
things stand now. There have been 
about 70 "education reforms since the 
days of Horace Mann, the "father" of 
teacher training "normal schools" like 
Bridgewater was in its beginnings. The 
current education reforms, like those 
before it, seem to have been driven by 
a combination of the political system 
and the public sentiments which it 
both follows and manipulates. 

Traditionally teacher certification 
was earned by completing an under­
graduate degree in education. Public 
institutions like Bridgewater State Col­
lege, and private schools such as Bos­
ton University, offered a range of ma­
jors in education focusing on elemen­
tary or secondary education, and later 
in areas such as special education. 

Technically, colleges and universities 
did not certify a person to teach in Mas­
sachusetts; the Commonwealth did 
through its Department of Education. 
They periodically sent teams to the col­
leges and universities to evaluate and 
approve their programs. During the 
years this was the pattern, the state also 
had some waiver provisions (relatively 
rarely used) , which typically allowed an 
applicant to teach while finishing a col­
lege certification degree. In addition, 
some people did pursue master's de­
grees in education for a number of rea­
sons including: 1) gaining certification 
when they were not yet certified at the 
undergraduate level, a relatively un­
common route to certification, 2) 
achieving double certification, often in 
a specialized area such as special edu­
cation or reading and 3) advancing 
one's career in a school system. But 
between the end of World War II and 
very recently, the overwhelming pro­
portion of certifications were achieved 
by finishing an undergraduate educa­
tion major in a Massachusetts college 
or university. Then the appropriateness 
of this system was challenged. 

Franklin Jennifer was hired as 
Chancellor of Higher Education in 
Massachusetts by then Governor 
Michael Dukakis. Reform was a theme 
of the Dukakis administration, as it was 
in the nation generally, and the gover­
nor brought Jennifer to Massachusetts 
on the basis of his reputation as an 
education reformer in New Jersey. Jen­
nifer argued that the teachers we had 
been certifying in Massachusetts were 
inferior and that the reputations of 
teachers generally would be enhanced 
by making the preparation for the pro­
fession more rigorous. He claimed that 
the education major had a tainted 
reputation relative to other depart­
ments in colleges and universities, 
largely because education courses that 
focused on teaching techniques took 
up too much of a major's time, and left 
a student with inadequate time to study 
in subject areas such as math or En-
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glish. In short, he thought our teach­
ers were being prepared to run class­
rooms, but not to teach subjects. Of 
course, there was great protest from 
teacher education departments, among 
others, but there was also strong sup­
port of Jennifer's views in the political 
arena. The issue, then, was how a bal­
ance might be struck between the aims 
of preparing teachers in a subject area, 
and preparing them to run classrooms 
and deal with their students as people. 
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In a perfectly rational world, the 
truth of such criticisms and the need 
for such reforms would be determined 
before reform was started, but the de­
bate about these issues continues to 
rage (and I mean "rage") long after re­
form has been enacted. After all, Jen­
nifer and other reformers had the po­
litical power and will to begin the pro­
cess over the noise of the debate. Jen­
nifer convened a broadly representa­
tive group called the Joint Teacher 
Training Preparation Commission 
(JTTP) and charged them with study­
ing the issue. With its large and di­
verse membership (some 50 represen­
tatives of education at all levels, politi­
cians, citizens and so on), JTTP met less 
than a dozen times and produced the 



kind of document one might expect 
from a reform-minded administration 
that had hired a chancellor with a repu­
tation for reform. It should be no sur­
prise to those familiar with the delib­
erations of groups this large that they 
tend to produce documents reflecting 
the views of those that convene them. 

JTTP recommended to the Gover­
nor that changes be made to the certi­
fication process in Massachusetts, es­
pecially with respect to the role of 
higher education. First, teachers-in­
training would be required to major in 
a liberal arts subject at the undergradu­
ate level. Second, certification would 
be split into a two-stage process, pro­
visional and full certification. Third, 
full certification required the comple­
tion of a clinical master's degree. The 
date for the implementation of these 
changes was set as October 1, 1994, 
which gave the teacher training insti­
tutions in Massachusetts approxi­
mately 18 months to change their edu­
cation programs and to coordinate 
them with the liberal arts majors that 
students would be required to take. It 
is understating the case to report that 
colleges responded in different ways, 
and that the debates about what was 
in everyone's best interests was often 
rancorous. Education majors that had 
been developed over decades were now 
to be severely cut back, or even reduced 
to a minor. What courses should be 
dropped, and how would their elimina­
tion damage the students' preparation? 
At stake were jobs, professional reputa­
tions, and lots of money and markets for 
student preparation. And at the center 
of it all was the student who wished to 
become a teacher, eventually. 

JTTP was not legislation, but regu­
lation implemented within the execu­
tive branch of the state government. At 
about the same time there was a sec­
ond component of education reform in 
the works within the legislature. Rep­
resentatives of the Massachusetts Sen­
ate and House Education Committees 

worked together to draft the Education 
Reform Bill of 1993 which mainly fo­
cused on kindergarten through high 
school education, though it also influ­
enced teacher certification. 

The core of these legislative changes 
was that the Education Reform Bill re­
inforced JTTP by requiring that all ap­
plicants for certification hold a liberal 
arts undergraduate degree, effectively 
eliminating the education major as the 
primary route to "teacher certification. 
The bill also maintained the two-stage 
certification process (which it called 
"provisional" and "standard"), but un­
like JTTP it prohibited the requirement 
of a master's degree for standard (full) 
certification. So a person who had com­
pleted an undergraduate liberal arts 
degree with some professional educa­
tion preparation (minor or major) 
would be provisionally certified to teach 
in Massachusetts. For full certification 
an approved master's degree could be 
completed, but for the first time it 
would be possible for school districts 
to establish their own, non-higher edu­
cation certification programs. There 
seem to be a number of ways in which 
school districts would be able to cer­
tify their provisional teachers, includ­
ing varieties of mentoring by veteran 
teachers and certification courses set 
up by and within the school districts. 
To this point, districts have not estab­
lished such programs, largely due to 
the expense and complexity of doing so. 

Lastly, the Education Reform Bill 
required renewal of all certifications 
every five years to demonstrate con­
tinuing development as a professional 
teacher. This could be accomplished by 
some combination of college courses, 
workshops conducted at the workplace 
(called inservice workshops), atten­
dance at conferences, work on curricu­
lum at the workplace and so on. There 
has been a great deal of debate about 
the relative value of these activities for 
the accumulation of the required 
points for recertification. However, 
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there is no debate that the system for 
certification has been thrown into tur­
moil by all these changes. For under­
graduate students the path to certifi­
cation has been made more complex 
and demanding. At the least, the 
master's degree has effectively become 
a requirement. Maintenance of certifi­
cation has opened the door to the cre­
ation of a range of courses, near­
courses and workshops (whatever they 
might be) that promise to become a 
new education industry. 

As for Bridgewater, the education 
major has not disappeared since it is 
still possible for a student to achieve 
certification by completing both a lib­
eral arts major such as math, English 
or psychology and an education major. 
Such double majors from approved 
programs are provisionally certified as 
teachers on graduation from under­
graduate schools. For the time being, 
undergraduate students who choose to 
be certified by completing the double 
major (liberal arts and education) have 
the advantage of not having to com­
plete certifying programs during their 
first years on the job. They at least 
know what the requirements are. How­
ever, the disadvantage of the double 
major is that it is extremely demand­
ing since it requires so many hours of 
courses in each area. But students with 
whom I have spoken seem to be will­
ing to fulfill these increased require­
ments for certification, including the 
master's degree, as long as the rules 
are clear, do not change, and there will 
be a job at the end of the long haul. As 
for the future of teacher certification, 
it seems likely that since the changes 
in requirements for certification have 
been generated by political and eco­
nomic processes, they will continue be. 
We can only hope that the students, 
teachers-in-training and professionals 
whose lives and careers are influenced 
by these processes will not be lost in 
the struggle. 

W.l. 
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