
here are

some 1,400 schools of education in the

United States—schools that prepare the

teachers who teach most of America’s

elementary and secondary students. By

virtue of their numbers, and the fact that

some 70 percent of our three million pub-

lic school teachers have attended these insti-

tutions as undergraduates, education schools

seem a likely subject of study for reformers.

Do we know what our future teachers are

learning in our schools of education? 

BY DAVID STEINER
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Surprisingly, neither the defenders nor the critics of edu-
cation schools have produced research that answers that cen-
tral question—which is why my colleague Susan Rozen
and I embarked on a project several years ago to evaluate the
course syllabi at selected schools of education. Our results
were first presented as part of a Washington conference,spon-
sored by the American Enterprise Institute and the Pro-
gressive Policy Institute, then published as a chapter in the
2004 book,A Qualified Teacher in Every Classroom.We intended
our work to be a first step in responding to the need for use-
ful data about schools of education.What we hadn’t expected
was the degree of interest—pro and con—and the passions
that our conclusions would attract. In fact, I was invited back
to the Progressive Policy Institute a year after our report came
out to debate one of our critics. (See my discussion of Dan
Butin below.) This piece addresses the responses to our
work,and I hope it will continue to move the discussion about
this important topic forward.

Some Background
Almost all the research to date about the
quality of teacher preparation
has been based on
highly

aggregated data that makes no 
distinctions between education schools or on
interviews with teachers-college faculty members and
their students (future teachers) about their personal expe-
riences in college.

Stanford education professor Linda Darling-Hammond
and several colleagues, for instance, once surveyed 3,000
beginning teachers in New York City to examine the rela-
tionship between their accounts of their preparation pro-
gram and their confidence in their readiness for teaching.
The survey results suggested that “Teachers prepared in a
single formal program of preparation feel better prepared
than those who take a series of courses from different
institutions, who in turn feel better prepared than those who
enter through alternative programs . . . and those who
enter without prior experience or training.” But the study
did not correlate teachers’ feelings of preparedness with

measures of effectiveness, or, indeed, with any evaluation
(other than self-evaluation) of their teaching ability. Much
earlier (1989), Ken Howey and Nancy Zimpher, then at
Ohio State, analyzed six exemplary—so they concluded—
preservice teacher-education programs, all in the Mid-
west, but did not correlate their interview findings with pro-
gram effectiveness. The key assumption of the study was
that claims of ownership and identification with a program
could be linked to program effectiveness—but no external
validation of such assumptions was offered in the study. Nor
did Howey and Zimpher offer any detailed analysis of
course syllabi at the programs they reviewed.

A rare exception to this trend was research conducted
by University of Georgia professor Peter Smagorinsky and
Melissa Whiting of the University of Southern Missis-
sippi nearly a decade ago. Smagorinsky and Whiting looked
at syllabi for English methods courses from 81 universities
for their book How English Teachers Get Taught: Methods 
of Teaching the Methods Class (1995) and, based 
on their findings,

recommended learner- and
activity-centered (“constructivist”) rather

than traditional teacher-led programs. Of all these
researchers, only Smagorinsky and Whiting actually
reviewed a collection of syllabi, all in the field of English,
to understand what prospective teachers were learning.

What We Intended 
Beginning our research in 2002, my coauthor, Susan Rozen
(Director of Reading/Literacy at the Bedford Public
Schools in Bedford, Massachusetts), and I proceeded in the
direction suggested by Smagorinsky and Whiting and
decided to assess the nature of our future teachers’ school-
ing through an evaluation of the courses they were required
to take. We expanded on that effort, however, and included
a broader range of subjects and greater number of syllabi
in our purview.

We reviewed a sample of syllabi in 16 schools of educa-
tion, 14 of which were ranked in the top 30 in the nation
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by U.S. News and World Report (see Figure 1). We looked at
schools like Harvard, Stanford, and UCLA (top ranked by U.S.
News) as well as Eastern Michigan University and Sonoma
State (not in the magazine’s top 30). We focused on initial 
certification programs and, within those programs, on the 
professional sequence required for certification. As a result,
we looked at undergraduate programs, with the excep-
tion of those universities in states that required
certification programs to be completed 
at the postbaccalaureate level
(such as California). In
certain universities,
the traditional four-
year undergraduate
certification program
has been expanded to
five years, and it was
therefore the five-year
program we reviewed (e.g.
Michigan State University).
Where a university offered
both a graduate and an under-
graduate certification program,
we chose the undergraduate
program. We chose courses that
were part of the required profes-
sional sequence because these courses are designed to prepare
prospective teachers for teaching. We did not include in our
review courses that were part of the general education require-
ments or courses that were specific to majors.

The syllabi we analyzed were in the domains of educa-
tional foundations, reading, and general methods courses
(which typically include a student-teaching experience). In
our original conference paper, we also presented findings in
mathematics, but we were persuaded that in this field the aca-
demic courses were so integral to the professional preparation
programs that we should not publish those findings. These
domains form the heart of the education mission. If schools of
education are essential, as their defenders argue, it is here that
we would find evidence of the fundamental pedagogical skills
that such schools provide.

Analyzing the course catalog in each university, we deter-
mined which courses in the professional sequence were required
within the domains that we were reviewing.Then we gathered
the syllabi for those courses from various sources, including pro-
fessors, education school administrators, and the Internet. In
a few cases we could not acquire a full set of the course syllabi
in the domain under analysis, and so did not include that
domain in our formal findings. In total, we reviewed 165 course
syllabi that fell within our research criteria. Of these, 45 were
in the area of the foundations of education, 61 in reading, and
59 in general methods and/or student teaching.

A Crucial Decision
As researchers, we then faced an important choice. We could

simply record which texts were used in
these courses and how often they were
used, or we could list the books most
often required (with numbers) and
indicate which books were included
rarely (again with numbers) or not at
all. Although identifying worthy
books that were not included on
syllabi would open us up to crit-
icism (as we soon discovered),
the first option would have
resulted in a long inventory of
no clear significance, except
perhaps to those within the
profession. Naming books

not included enabled us to
draw out the significance of the

books that were included. By juxtaposing
counts of the most frequently required readings with

the absence or near-absence of others, we were able to pro-
vide a first portrait of what future teachers are—and are
not—learning at leading schools of education.

In the domain of foundations of education, the books
most often required by the programs we reviewed were
authored by Anita Woolfolk, Jonathan Kozol, Henry Giroux,
Paulo Freire, Joel Spring, Howard Gardner, and John Dewey.
Woolfolk’s work is a textbook in educational psychology, and
one of Joel Spring’s volumes is a textbook in educational foun-
dations. The rest are well-known works that embrace a con-
structivist and/or progressive standpoint. Conspicuously
absent from almost all such syllabi were works that took a very
different approach to teaching, such as those by E. D. Hirsch
or Diane Ravitch. (We found Hirsch on two syllabi, Ravitch
on just one.) Equality of education is a central theme of these
courses, as evident from the included authors. Nonetheless,
not one of the foundations courses, in the 15 schools of edu-
cation for which we had complete data sets for that domain,
asked students to read The Black-White Test Score Gap, at the
time of our review arguably the leading collection of scholarly
writings on that subject. We also noted that eight of the pro-
grams of teacher certification we reviewed did not cover either
the philosophy or the history of education among the courses
required for certification.

In our review of the courses in the teaching of reading, we
followed the same approach. Here, however, we could draw on
the findings of the National Reading Panel (NRP) and the
National Research Council (NRC) to determine what was
missing from the syllabi. Although recent research on reading
is incorporated into some programs, work by Louisa Moats,
Jeanne Chall, and Marilyn Adams—whose books and articles
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have been referenced frequently and used to support conclusions
by the NRP and NRC—is rarely required. Analyzing the
assignments and assessments listed in the syllabi, we also noted
how rarely students were required to demonstrate competence
in teaching reading skills and strategies.They were infrequently
asked to demonstrate knowledge through presenting a lesson
on critical reading skills in class or through taking a quiz or test.

Finally, we looked at the general methods courses and
student-teaching experience. Here the norm is that the stu-
dent first takes a methods course and then spends time in a
public school classroom. While we again looked at required
readings, for a gauge of the teaching experience part of the cur-
riculum we focused on the handbooks that were provided to
students as they entered their practicum and the descriptions
of the practicum available in the course catalogs and/or on
the web. Of the 11 schools from which we could get full data
sets, just two indicated that they videotape their students’
teaching. Handbooks and catalog descriptions also suggested
that professors at schools of education do not go to the
schools to observe their students teach, but typically rely on
adjunct instructors to report on the student teachers’ instruc-
tional performance. Finally, we found no evidence that in the
practicum student teachers were being assessed on the basis
of measured student perfor-
mance. However, we have
since learned that a very small
number of schools of educa-
tion are beginning to intro-
duce this mode of assessment.

Strong Reactions
As a first effort to look at syl-
labi of required courses, our
research represents a begin-
ning. Fair concerns can be
raised about technical matters.
We were careful to name the
16 schools of education, and to
define and list the number of
courses and programs in each of the three domains we studied
(foundations, reading, and methods), thus allowing other
researchers to fully replicate our work. But we did not list the
individual syllabi or name the particular schools (out of the 16)
from which we were able to get full syllabi sets in each subdo-
main. It was clear when we sought syllabi from faculty mem-
bers that,had we not assured their anonymity,we would not have
obtained many of those syllabi: thus our choice to present
aggregated data. Our data set was relatively small; certainly
students take more than those courses that are required for cer-
tification, and a full survey would examine the many electives.
We hope to address these issues in follow-up studies.When we

conducted the research, more than half the schools of educa-
tion listed many of their course syllabi on the web. Since that
time, more are doing so. Ideally, this will allow future studies to
include greater disaggregation of the data set.

Technical questions were not, however, the subject of most
of the criticism we received at the Washington conference and
in subsequent written and oral critiques. Kati Haycock, exec-
utive director of the Education Trust, said that we shouldn’t have
focused on this “proxy stuff ” and should have instead studied
the links between individual teachers and their students’
achievement.We could agree with that—and have said that we
encourage such research, although it is statistically very chal-
lenging. Meanwhile, our study focused elsewhere, on the qual-
ity of teacher preparation. Arthur Wise, president of the
National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (the
group that accredits almost half of the nation’s schools of edu-
cation), argued that he didn’t think our survey sample was
representative of “what’s going on at the institutions that pre-
pare most of the nation’s teachers.”This is a fair objection, which
we (and others) are now addressing, but a review of the top-
ranked schools tells us what the profession looks toward as its
best models. The faculty at elite schools are very influential in
national policy debates, and they also train the future faculty

at many less elite schools.Thus an
analysis of elite schools, we
believe, gives us important data
from which we can draw some,
albeit tentative, conclusions.

Other critics were harsher.
Stanford education professor
Darling-Hammond, author of
The Right to Learn and well-
known in our field for her
emphasis on the importance of
schools of education and pro-
fessional certification for teach-
ers, accused me of using “per-
sonal and political” standards
and castigated our study as one
of those “diatribes that come at

the problems ideologically.” David Labaree, also from Stan-
ford and author of The Trouble with Ed Schools, argued that we
were wrong to take syllabi as serious evidence of anything: they
are “more an ideological portrait of a course than actual sub-
stance.”As an observation about the nature and limits of syl-
labi, Labaree’s point is not to be denied: syllabi vary in their
level of detail, ranging from a schematic account of texts,
topics, and course requirements to a week-by-week specifi-
cation of readings and assignments, along with supplemen-
tary readings, grading rubrics and formulas, and lengthy
expositions of the perspective of the instructor. The thinner
syllabi capture less information, and even the most complete
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will not capture what videotapes, for instance, would—the
manner of presentation, the mode of teaching, the reactions
of the students in class. But none of this undercuts our find-
ings. The choice of readings is explicit in every syllabus and
clearly indicates the formal content that the student should
expect to encounter in the course. And by the same token, it
is unlikely that much time in a class is devoted to texts that
are not on the syllabus.

The critics were not done. The most
recent critique of our efforts, from Dan
Butin of Gettysburg College, calls me
“disingenuous”for distinguishing empir-
ical research about learning to read
from opinions of professors who
teach foundations courses. Profes-
sors speaking off the cuff at con-
ferences or writing letters to oth-
ers in the profession have fed
into the controversy. Internet
education blog Eduwonk.com
eventually decried what it
called “a nasty whispering cam-
paign.”Frequently,we have had to point
out that courses cited to us as evidence against
our findings were not required courses but electives, just
as our paper had made clear.

The strength of the discourse can, in all fairness, partly be
blamed on us. Our complaint about the syllabi is a classic lib-
eral one: students were not being exposed to a variety of impor-
tant arguments and points of view. But it is true that we were
deeply surprised by what our research found, and we expressed
that surprise in our conference paper in strong language. We
were perhaps too quick in using provocative phrases in our ini-
tial paper. Such phrases as “intellectually barren” and “too
focused on indoctrination” unsurprisingly fueled incendiary
comments. However, a problem of language cannot be taken
to invalidate our conclusions.

Our Answers
Whispers—and personal attacks—aside, it is worth respond-
ing to the more substantive arguments of our critics. In a piece
published electronically by Columbia University Teacher Col-
lege’s TCRecord last August, Dan Butin raised an important
issue of causality in an extensive critique.“There is an extremely
loose coupling between what is written and what is taught,” he
argued, “between what is taught and what is learned, and
between what is learned and what is subsequently enacted in
an efficacious way.”And though Butin rightly points out that we
did not address those linkages,he says about his own paper,“This
study will not address these assumptions either.” Butin’s point,
of course, is equally applicable to all formal education: taken to

its logical conclusion it suggests—counterintuitively—that we
should not care about what is taught since education makes no
difference to our future practice. At the very least, if future
teachers are taught to believe in one set of principles and are sub-
sequently forced to abandon them in practice, their profes-
sional preparation is problematic. It is worth adding that Butin
criticized me for insisting on balance:“Steiner’s criteria of bal-
ance . . . focus on the wrong agenda.”Butin argues that I should
have realized that reading books from only one perspective
will enable “deep analysis.” Butin’s intellectual embrace of fun-

damentalism, the absolutism of his antiliberal stance,once
again comes as something of a shock.

As for Linda Darling-Hammond’s
claim that our standards of

review were personal and
political, we couldn’t dis-

agree more. And we have
explained and defended

our standards in our pub-
lished chapter: where there is

empirical evidence for the pos-
itive impact of good teaching

practices,we used it to infer what
should be included in a teacher

preparation course—thus the
standards we suggested for the

teaching of reading. Scholars dis-
agree, naturally, about which empiri-

cal studies are most persuasive. How-
ever, our work is based on a broad set of major national research
findings. In this domain, at least, the charge of playing personal
politics looks a little shaky. In other cases, however, such as in
our review of the foundations of education courses, no such
empirical data are available. So, for example, we looked for
readings that have stood the test of time and/or have proved
influential in our current education debate.And we sought evi-
dence that professors who were teaching their students about
good teaching practices were also analyzing video of their stu-
dents actually engaged in their student teaching. We were bas-
ing those desiderata not on research-based evidence, but on the
assumption that education-school faculty would naturally wish
to give direct feedback to this critical part of their student’s prepa-
ration for their profession.

It is therefore in these two areas—foundations courses
and teaching methods—that one imagines that Darling-
Hammond’s critique was intended to cut most sharply. Only
a personal or political decision, apparently, could explain
our hope for finding Plato as well as Dewey, or works by crit-
ics as well as defenders of multiculturalism. (I intend “mul-
ticulturalism” to be understood here not as describing our con-
dition, but as embodying a particular progressive political and
pedagogical program.) To ask that students be required to
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read E. D. Hirsch’s critique of Dewey while also asking that
they read Dewey is thus to render a personal—since it is not
an empirically or research-based—opinion. It is not, however,
a political decision, unless, of course, one believes a call for
balance is in itself political.

It is also important to note, in this context, that at the time
of writing up our research, the coursework Stanford’s school
of education required for teacher certification was on the
web. Heading up the material was a list of suggested readings
for new students in the program. At the time we reviewed the
list, it comprised works by Gloria Ladson Billings, Elizabeth
Cohen and Rachel Lotan (eds.), Linda Darling-Hammond,
Howard Gardner, Jonathan Kozol, Deborah Meier, Jeannie
Oakes, Laurie Olsen, Vivian Paley, Mike Rose, Frank Smith,
David Tyack and Larry Cuban, and Guadalupe Valdes. There
is as little empirical evidence that reading these books will
improve one’s teaching as there is for any other list of foun-
dational texts.To take one example, if reading Deborah Meier’s
moving book (The Power of Their Ideas)
about turning around a school enabled her
readers to duplicate her performance as
principal of Central Park East, urban edu-
cation in the United States would be very
different. What standards, therefore, did
Darling-Hammond and her colleagues use
in recommending their own books and
those of the others they place on the list?
Most likely, personal and political opin-
ion, grounded in deeply held convictions.

But this response may occlude a deeper
set of issues.The premise of Darling-Ham-
mond’s charge is that there are standards
for the choice of foundation course read-
ings that are neither personal nor political.
What could such standards be? On what
“objective ground”does one choose Dewey
over Plato, or ask for X rather than Y?
One reasonable response is to suggest that
such choices, at their thoughtful and con-
sidered best, represent not simply opin-
ions but judgments, and to insist on the dif-
ference between the two. The judgment
that future teachers should have read a
Socratic dialogue is based on the experience
of two millennia of readers, who have
found in those dialogues an inexhaustible
set of questions, problems, and insights. By
contrast, a close review of that list of read-
ings that Stanford University recom-
mended to its new student-teachers is
instructive. All of these authors are Amer-
ican, and all but one of their books was

written in the past 30 years. In short, one of our top schools
of education is convinced that nothing from China or Europe
or Africa, and nothing written before 1974 merits inclusion.
Rather than characterize the Stanford list (or our own call for
balance) as the result of personal and political opinion, I
would suggest it embodies an effort of judgment: a serious
effort to shape the fundamental worldview of future teachers.
It is this judgment that we should be discussing. My own is
that as teachers, we join a community and a craft that stretch
back for millennia. We owe it to the next generation of teach-
ers to introduce them properly to the richness and depth that
is the legacy of those who have come before.

David Steiner was until recently the chairman of the Department of 
Education Policy at the School of Education at Boston University. 
He is currently on leave to serve as Director of Arts Education at 
the National Endowment for the Arts. The opinions expressed here 
are his own.
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