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Looking back to move forward: re-examining “alternative” 
certification as a site for teacher learning
Devon Hedrick-Shaw

School of Education, University of Colorado-Boulder, Boulder, CO, USA

ABSTRACT
Alternative teacher certification programs (ATCPs) are popular pol
icy responses to the growing US teacher shortage problem, yet 
debates around these programs often fail to recognise the unique 
experiences of beginning teachers in this licensure pathway. In this 
essay, I draw on Dewey’s (1904) essay ‘The Relation of Theory to 
Practice in Education’ to clarify the meaning and implications of so- 
called ‘alternative’ programs. I argue that by analysing the time, 
placement, and methods of practice work reveals how ATCP tea
chers are both under-supported and closely surveilled. I conclude 
with a call for ATCP designs to intentionally prepare teachers for 
this reality.

ARTICLE HISTORY 
Received 22 August 2023  
Accepted 16 August 2024 

KEYWORDS 
Alternative certification; 
teacher education; education 
policy; synchronous-service 
preparation

Introduction

The past few years have been a tumultuous time for US teachers. The perpetual cycle of 
COVID-19 school closures, shifts to and away from virtual learning, and politicised 
public health regulations like school mask mandates have placed unprecedented stress on 
an already beleaguered teaching force. Furthermore, nationwide reckonings with sys
temic racism have erupted in contentious school board meetings, bans on classroom 
materials that dignify the lives of queer and BIPOC students and families, and reporting 
mechanisms to identify educators who promote ‘inherently divisive practices’ (Barthel,  
2022, 27 January). While initial responses at the start of the pandemic seemed to herald 
public education and the work of teachers, scepticism and mistrust are at an all-time 
high.

Within this context, it is no wonder that states across the country are struggling to 
recruit and retain teachers.Carver-Thomas et al. (2022) report that substandard teaching 
credentials are on the rise, meaning that there are fewer qualified teachers to fill the 
number of available teaching positions. This disparity between vacant teaching positions 
and the availability of credentialed educators is disproportionately distributed across 
geographic regions and certificate areas, with and rural school districts and Special 
Education tending to suffer the most (Mason-Williams et al., 2020). Currently, all US 
states and the District of Columbia report shortages in Special Education (US 
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Department of Education, 2024), highlighting the reality that students across the country 
are not receiving the educational supports and services to which they are legally entitled.

One popular policy response to the problem of teacher shortages has been to establish 
alternative teacher certification programs (ATCPs). Rooted in the panic of underachie
vement incited by reports like A Nation at Risk (ANAR; National Commission on 
Excellence in Education, 1983), ATCPs attempt to solve shortages in ‘high-need’ subject 
areas by providing pathways to licensure that bypass a state’s preservice certification 
requirement and allow individuals to begin teaching full time with little to no formal 
preparation. ANAR specifically recommended that ‘[q]ualified individuals . . . could, with 
appropriate preparation, immediately begin teaching in these fields’ (p. 39). This recom
mendation, along with its ambiguity of ‘appropriate preparation,’ opened the doors to 
loosening state regulatory requirements in the development of ATCPs, the first of which 
began in New Jersey in the early 1980s and have since proliferated across the US (Tamir,  
2008).

ATCPs have served as a rhetorical counterbalance to the ‘traditional’ university-based 
teacher education (UBTE), which has held a substantial yet short-lived monopoly over 
US teacher preparation (Zeichner, 2010). Educational reformers and policymakers have 
often criticised UBTE as overly theoretical and out of touch with the ‘real’ work of 
teaching, questioning the utility of traditional, preservice pathways over what can be 
learned on the job (e.g. Hess, 2002; K. Walsh & Tracy, 2004). These criticisms come from 
within UBTE as well. Some teacher education scholars have argued for a ‘practice-based’ 
approach that centres a codified set of ‘core’ pedagogical techniques derived from 
teachers’ effective instructional practice (e.g. Ball & Forzani, 2009; Forzani, 2014). 
While an attempt to prove that some forms of UBTE are not ‘too theoretical,’ this 
approach puts forth a narrative that student achievement is dependent upon prescribing 
teachers a set of failproof techniques, reifying the false notion that other methods of 
teacher preparation are not, in fact, based in ‘practice.’ Consequently, this framing deifies 
a particular conception of practice in what it means to learn to teach, and, as Philip et al. 
(2019) argue, ‘feeds alternative credential expansion by leveraging skepticism about 
university-based teacher education without addressing status quo inequalities in schools 
and society’ (p. 254).

That said, the expansion of ATCPs in an era of neoliberal, market-driven education 
reform has been a global phenomenon, not just limited to US teacher education. Ramsey 
et al. (2022) describe how the logics of new professionalism, or the reliance on centra
lised, corporate-style management of teachers and schools (Evetts, 2011), have narrowed 
the scope and purpose of education globally. The authors specifically critique the growth 
of an ATCP in New Zealand, arguing that the organisation has contributed to the 
critiques and scepticism of UBTE while operating under the notion that teaching can 
be learned ‘on the job’. This analysis echoes the work of Friedrich et al. (2015) who point 
to how Teach for All, a global network of ATCPs, promotes universalised claims that 
schools are failing students and society and are in need of dire reform.

Thus, ATCPs occupy a precarious position within the landscape of teacher educa
tion policy, both within the US and internationally. On the one hand, there is a very 
real need—especially in the wake of COVID-19—to fill vacant positions with creden
tialed teachers. On the other hand, ATCPs exist in conjunction with movements to 
undermine teaching, teacher education, and public education more broadly. 
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Embedded within efforts to ensure that every child has a qualified individual leading 
classroom instruction are competing visions for how and why to prepare teachers for 
public schools. In this article, I complicate the debate by identifying a set of criteria 
that will help illuminate the implications of ATCP teacher preparation. First, I will 
highlight the need to clarify the term ‘alternative.’ Then, by drawing on Dewey’s 
(1964/1904) essay ‘The Relation of Theory to Practice in Education,’ I will demon
strate that by analysing the time, placement, and methods of conducting practice 
work in ATCPs reveals a situation in which beginning teachers are both under- 
supported and closely surveilled. Finally, I conclude with a call for ATCP design 
that intentionally prepares beginning teachers for the complex realities of public- 
school teaching in today’s political context.

The need to clarify ‘alternative’

While ‘alternative’ is commonly used to imply uniformity among a range of non- 
university licensure pathways, the reality is that this term insufficiently describes ATCP 
variation within and across states. In the US, much of this variation is due to state-level 
licensure requirements that dictate how and in what forms teacher candidates can 
achieve certification through an alternative pathway. Even teacher candidates participat
ing in the same ATCP like Teach for America (TFA) might experience differing pre
paration models depending on where they are placed. In some states, TFA operates in 
partnership with UBTE graduate programs, while in others teachers can earn certifica
tion without pursuing a graduate degree in education. The New York City Teaching 
Fellows is an example of an organisation that offers certification options through 
a number of universities in the City University of New York system, meaning that 
teacher candidates are enrolled in distinct graduate programs across the city. In this 
way, ATCP members might receive an organisation’s prescribed training, but overall 
preparation experiences have the potential to differ vastly depending on state require
ments and the specific arrangements ATCPs have with partner institutions.

In addition to arrangements with university partners, ATCPs also exist as part of what 
M. Cochran-Smith (2021) calls ‘new graduate schools of education’ (nGSEs) or educa
tional organisations that prepare teachers independently from universities. These nGSEs 
often function in conjunction with charter school networks like the Knowledge is Power 
Program and Uncommon Schools. The Relay Graduate School of Education, for 
instance, emerged from a number of New York City institutions and charter networks 
and marks a significant shift in ATCP direction, from an original focus on addressing 
teacher shortages to ideologies aligned with marketisation and educational competition 
(A. S. Mungal, 2019).

Less well-known but potentially more significant than nationwide ATCPs like TFA 
and Relay are the smaller programs run by local school districts. These programs are 
common in urban and rural regions experiencing significant teacher shortages. In rural 
Colorado, networks of school districts called the Boards of Cooperative Educational 
Services pool resources together to manage programs that place teachers immediately 
in classrooms under emergency certifications. Unlike nationwide ATCPs that assign new 
teachers to unfamiliar schools and communities, these programs function much like 
Grow-Your-Own initiatives by primarily recruiting local residents to fill vacant positions. 
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Emergency-style permits achieved through ATCPs are common in rural school districts 
that have difficulty recruiting and retaining teachers (Carver-Thomas et al., 2022).

Given the shear diversity of ‘alternative’ programs in all of their arrangements, some 
scholars have argued that that these pathways are not, in fact, alternative. K. Walsh and 
Jacobs (2007) claim that no ATCP is a ‘genuine’ alternative program and lament the 
failure of ATCPs to realise the original intentions of alternative certification policies—to 
bypass universities and state licensure requirements altogether. These authors further 
posit that the UBTE establishment has ‘co-opted’ the alternative certification movement 
out of self-preservation and financial gain, hindering ATCPs from ever becoming fully 
‘alternative’ (p. 13). Arguing from a different perspective, A. S. Mungal (2015) traces the 
history of university–ATCP partnerships and suggests that both entities have, over time, 
inadvertently produced teacher candidates with hybrid qualities from both programs. 
Similarly, Schneider (2014) claims that the differences between TFA’s summer prepara
tion and UBTE methods are largely rhetorical, occupying a radical position in public 
discourse while reflecting many of the same practices that universities have used to 
prepare teachers for decades.

Calling a teacher education program ‘alternative’ therefore offers little more than 
a point of contrast to what it is not: a ‘traditional,’ preservice program in a University 
School of Education. Indeed, even programs deemed ‘traditional’ can vary greatly 
depending on the institutional context, organisation of field experiences, program values, 
and the content of coursework. With approximately 20% of all US teachers being certified 
through ATCPs (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017) and increasing rates of 
teacher attrition (Carver-Thomas et al., 2022), we need new criteria to specify what we 
mean by ‘alternative’ in order to design programs more tailored to the experiences of 
ATCP teachers. In other words, gaining clarity around how ‘alternative’ programs might 
facilitate beginning teacher learning has the potential to better inform how teacher 
educators design preparation experiences—not just for alternatively certified candidates 
but also for those in a range of program types.

Why Dewey? Why Now?

Published over a century ago, John Dewey’s (1964/1904) essay, ‘The Relation of Theory 
to Practice in Education,’ has been widely cited by a number of influential teacher 
educator scholars as the field has wrestled with the role and design of practice work in 
teacher preparation (e.g. M. Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Feiman-Nemser & 
Buchmann, 1987; Forzani, 2014; Grossman et al., 2009; Shulman, 1998; Zeichner,  
2010). This essay, written during the infancy of professional US teacher education, 
makes the case that the prevailing model of the time—the apprenticeship—was inade
quate in preparing individuals for the complex work of teaching. As I will demonstrate in 
the following sections, Dewey’s position remains timely; what some might see as ‘inno
vative’ alternative certification policy in fact mirrors the very kinds of teacher preparation 
Dewey sought to disrupt in the early twentieth century. The purpose of returning to 
Dewey’s essay now is to re-engage some of these historical arguments that were founda
tional to what we have come to know as teacher education—not to uphold Dewey as 
canon, but to ask: What remains pertinent to contemporary ATCP debates, and what is 
missing given today’s context that will help us move forward with ATCP design and 
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implementation? This question remains consequential—a possible antidote to historical 
amnesia—as the term ‘apprenticeship’ regains popularity among policymakers and 
teacher educators seeking to develop more financially affordable preparation pathways 
that ameliorate the persistent problem of teacher shortages.

Dewey’s perspective

Underlying the debate between ‘alternative’ and ‘traditional’ teacher education is a much 
older debate over the role of practice in the preparation of beginning teachers. This 
tension between practices in relation to theory is now heavily contested and often the 
primary critique levied against UBTE. From Dewey’s (1964/1904) perspective, the ques
tion ‘practice or theory’ was never the question to ask. Dewey assumes ‘without argu
ment’ that teacher preparation ‘is not exclusively theoretical, but involves a certain 
amount of practice work’ (p. 313). Rather than deifying one notion over the other, 
Dewey contends that practice work be designed to focus on the aims of a teacher 
education program, for such aims will radically influence ‘the amount, conditions, and 
method of practice work’ (p. 313).

Dewey (1964/1904) contends that teacher educators must choose between two pri
mary aims, or ‘controlling purposes,’ in designing teacher education programs. The first 
aim is training teachers with a ‘working command of the necessary tools of their 
profession,’ (p. 313), to make ‘on the spot, as it were, an efficient workman’ (p. 314). 
Dewey refers to this approach to teacher education as the apprenticeship model. Within 
the apprenticeship model, the ultimate goal is fundamentally practical, meaning that 
teachers are prepared with the intent of being immediately proficient in the discrete tasks 
and techniques of managing a classroom. In contrast, the second aim is ‘making real and 
vital theoretical instruction,’ where practice work emphasises intellectual incitement with 
reference to educational significance (p. 314). This is Dewey’s laboratory approach. The 
laboratory model foregrounds a long-term perspective on beginning teacher learning, 
where the goal of preparation is to develop the intellectual habits needed for beginning 
teachers to become ‘students of teaching’ (p. 321).

Despite the distinctions drawn between these two competing aims, Dewey 
(1964/1904) is careful to note that the results of learning to teach from either 
the laboratory or the apprenticeship model are ‘not exclusive;’ beginning teachers 
in an apprenticeship model can learn to see classroom techniques in relation to 
intellectual incitement, and those in the laboratory can develop early proficiency 
in classroom management (p. 314). There is for Dewey, however, a ‘fundamental 
difference in the conception and conduct of practice’ when the aim of a program 
is more aligned with one perspective over the other. What Dewey offers is 
a framework, a set of criteria for analysing the role of practice and its conse
quences in beginner teacher learning. Dewey writes:

If the primary object of practice work is acquiring skill in performing the duties of a teacher, 
then the amount of time given to practice work, the place at which it is introduced, the 
method of conducting it, of supervising, of criticising, and correlating it, will differ widely 
from the method where the laboratory ideal prevails, and vice versa. (p. 314)
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Rather than relying on reductive categories like ‘alternative’ and ‘traditional’ to 
direct discussions around teacher preparation, Dewey prompts us to pay close 
attention to the amount of time, programmatic placement, and methods of con
ducting practice work. If what Dewey contends is true, then this framework can 
help illuminate the aims and consequences of ATCPs with more specificity and 
intentionality.

Time and placement of practice work

While the term ‘alternative’ has become a misnomer for various program configurations, 
the primary factor that distinguishes ATCPs from ‘traditional’ UBTE is the time and 
placement of practice work. What we refer to as UBTE is typically a preservice experience 
in which teacher candidates take a series of undergraduate or graduate courses and 
engage in some form of fieldwork or student teaching component under the guidance of 
a mentor. These programs often last from 2 to 4 years, after which beginning teachers 
enter the profession as full-time teachers of record.

ATCPs, on the other hand, immediately place teachers in full-time teaching with 
limited or no preservice preparation. This design aims to bypass cumbersome state 
licensure requirements in order to reduce educator shortages in ‘high need’ subject 
areas. Some programs like TFA might include a preservice, summer fieldwork compo
nent that lasts 5−6 weeks (often in district summer school classrooms), but ATCP 
teachers then work as paid teachers of record provisionally for a period of 1−2 years 
while simultaneously pursuing a graduate degree in education and a state teaching 
licence (Brantlinger & Smith, 2013).

This preparation model is therefore not entirely preservice nor in-service and deserves 
new terminology. M. A. M. Thomas and Lefebvre (2020) refer to these programs as 
‘synchronous-service’ since they occupy a ‘genre-bending space’ in which ATCP teachers 
are both novices under development while simultaneously taking on the full labour of 
their positions (p. 3). For these authors, ATCP teachers are caught between ‘being’ and 
‘becoming’ teachers, which involves different assumptions about designing learning. 
Reframing the teacher preparation experience around the placement and time devoted 
to practice work prompts teacher educators to carefully consider the implications of 
synchronous-service learning.

Furthermore, applying Dewey’s framework helps us distinguish ATCPs from other 
licensure routes, particularly when programs are in partnership with UBTE. Residency 
models, for example, are considered alternative programs but often exist in different 
configurations. The Teaching Residents at Teachers College program, which is 
a licensure program through Columbia University, places candidates in full-time co- 
teaching positions in New York City public school classrooms. While full-time, these 
positions are entirely preservice roles; graduates enter schools as teachers of record 
following the co-teaching residency. On the other hand, the Boston Teacher Residency 
program is an example of an ‘alternative’ synchronous-service model since teachers 
spend most of their time in full-time roles. To complicate this further, ‘traditional,’ 
undergraduate UBTE programs that include 1−2 years of student teaching can function 
much like residencies; these preservice options place candidates in what is close to full- 
time positions with concurrent coursework. Without looking closely at both the time 
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devoted to practice work as well as the placement of such work in the program, it 
becomes more difficult to specify the meaning of ‘alternative’ and the consequences of 
alternative designs. If the aim of the program is to immediately equip teachers for full- 
time teaching, then ‘synchronous-service’ serves as an important distinguishing factor in 
analysing ATCPs.

Methods of conducting practice

A synchronous-service model which aims to prepare teachers to be immediately profi
cient in the classroom will necessitate certain methods for supporting beginning teacher 
development. That said, pinpointing a set of methods exclusive to synchronous-service 
ATCPs is difficult at best; just as program arrangements vary widely across ATCPs, so do 
the ways in which these pathways supervise teacher learning. Approaches to mentorship 
and induction are widely conceptualised with much variability across teacher education 
programs (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005), and mentorship with synchronous- 
service models of teacher preparation is no exception. Research on synchronous-service 
programs suggests that many ATCPs rely on mentorship structures and accountability 
tools like rubrics and scripted curricula to guide beginner teacher learning. These 
particular methods are both intentionally designed as well as products of the time and 
placement of practice.

Much like induction models that school districts have adopted to support new in- 
service teachers, ATCPs commonly rely on mentorship as a method to support beginning 
teacher learning. Mentorship can come in a variety of forms, including from program 
staff and school-based colleagues. Foote et al. (2011) note that strong systems of induc
tion and mentorship attempt to ‘make up’ for a lack of seemingly comparable preparation 
(p. 397). Given that ATCP teachers are immersed in full-time teaching, this induction- 
style mentorship is in some ways a result of limits set by the time and placement of 
practice. Some studies (e.g. A. Costigan, 2004; Foote et al., 2011; Parsons et al., 2014) have 
questioned the efficacy of incoherent ATCP mentorship structures, pointing to potential 
inconsistencies and conflicting messages as teachers attempt to navigate their first years 
of teaching. Darling-Hammond and Bransford (2005) further argue that these types of 
programs assume an expectation of close mentorship, which materialises anywhere from 
intense to erratic (p. 409).

Mentorship, by design or by default, becomes a primary conduit through which to 
enact other methods of guiding beginning teacher learning. R. Gabriel (2017) describes 
how ATCP mentors have used rubrics and reflection protocols to bring alignment 
between teacher evaluation and development systems. In another study, R. Gabriel 
(2011) shows how TFA’s evaluation framework serves as a ‘trajectory of development 
for the elements of excellent teaching’ using ‘practice-based’ methods of teacher prepara
tion (p. 979). These accountability measures for ATCP teachers can therefore become 
a unified concept of what it means to be ‘effective.’ This melding of methods meant to 
both evaluate and develop beginning teachers is an example of what Lefebvre and 
Thomas (2017) call a ‘philosophical/pedagogical synergy’ between synchronous-service 
ATCPs and the market-based achievement and accountability ideologies that tend to 
dominate US public schools and, more specifically, corporate charter schools.
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Like rubrics, the use of scripted curricula is another common feature of beginning 
teachers’ experiences in ATCPs. In many cases, ATCP teachers are placed in schools that 
utilise scripted curricula to ensure ‘effective’ teaching (Carl, 2014; A. T. Costigan, 2005). 
These scripted and prescriptive curricula are arguably a method for conducting begin
ning teacher learning in that learning to teach requires ATCP teachers to negotiate 
between following a script and making independent, pedagogical decisions. O’Connor 
et al. (2011) describe the misalignment between these curricula and university-based 
coursework, resulting in a common complaint among ATCP teachers that what is 
learned through coursework cannot easily be transferred to daily practice. Similarly, 
A. Costigan (2004) points to scripted curricula and related testing mandates as methods 
that restrict ATCP teachers’ abilities to pursue the kinds of teaching that might run 
counter to the provided curriculum. Additionally, Carl (2014) found that ATCP teachers’ 
willingness to take risks and make autonomous decisions with scripted curricula heavily 
depended on how closely and frequently teachers were monitored by mentors and 
administrators.

Thus, the methods used to guide beginner teacher learning in synchronous-service 
ATCPs are both intentionally designed as well as a product of the limitations of full-time 
practice. Mentorship from program staff and school-based colleagues provides an 
assumed foundational structure to help teachers navigate the first year of teaching. 
That said, mentorship can be inconsistent, and the line between teacher evaluation and 
development is blurred through the prevalence of accountability tools like rubrics and 
scripted curricula. The particular methods of conducting practice work in ATCPs are 
consequently formed by the pressures and structures that currently exist in US public 
schools, rather than designed independently from these systems as is available to teacher 
education programs that centre a preservice model.

Dewey’s warnings and present-day ATCPs

Some deem present-day ATCPs to be innovative teacher preparation models, but Dewey 
(1964/1904) urges teacher educators to carefully consider the consequences of immedi
ate, full-time practice. Dewey specifically critiques the design of teacher apprenticeships, 
warning that programs which aim to equip beginning teachers with securing immediate, 
technical proficiency ‘puts the attention of the student teacher in the wrong place, and 
tends to fix it in the wrong direction—not wrong absolutely, but relatively as regards 
perspective of needs and opportunities’ (p. 317; emphasis in original). Dewey argues that 
balancing attention between in-depth understandings of subject matter and mastery of 
classroom management techniques is difficult for all teachers, not just novices. From 
Dewey’s perspective, taking on the full responsibility of teaching without sufficient 
preparation will focus a new teacher primarily on ‘external attention,’ or a child’s out
ward ‘postures and physical attitudes rather than in the movement of thought’ (p. 319). 
The result of this fixation is a preoccupation with corporal order over developing 
a capacity to notice and direct genuine student learning.

Time and again, research on ATCPs has corroborated Dewey’s warnings. A. Costigan 
(2004) reports how beginning ATCP teachers enter synchronous-service programs with 
‘noble goals,’ or high ideals for what teaching is and who they will become as teachers. 
These ideals though become subsumed by an overwhelming concern for classroom 
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control and management. Thomas and Lefebvre (2020) similarly argue that ATCP 
teachers are controlled by an ‘instructional imperative of immediacy’ (p. 13), meaning 
that, above all else, synchronous-service teachers crave proven techniques to be used with 
their students the following day.

Dewey (1964/1904) further warns that ‘immediate skill may be cost at the power to go 
on growing’ (p. 320). Here, Dewey is concerned with the ability of beginning teachers to 
become ‘students of teaching,’ to have the capacity to make decisions based on intellec
tual independence (p. 321). In this way, Dewey desires teacher education to prepare the 
beginning teacher for career-long vitality and to become ‘an inspirer and director of soul- 
life,’ rather than sway between educational gospels that ‘secure immediate practical 
results at any costs’ (p. 321).

The contemporary reality is that ‘securing immediate practical results’ is 
a fundamental aim of US public education and tends to dominate much of teachers’ 
work. ATCP teachers charged with the full responsibility of their students’ ‘best interests’ 
are held accountable for standardised achievement. Intellectual independence is there
fore difficult to obtain in this environment, and one must wonder if the pressures for 
immediate skill might undermine long-term development. Research has accordingly 
shown that many ATCP teachers leave the profession at a high rate, usually within the 
first few years of teaching (A. T. Costigan, 2005; Darling-Hammond et al., 2005; Malow- 
Iroff et al., 2007; Schonfeld & Feinman, 2012).

While arguably all beginning teachers face the warnings Dewey (1964/1904) outlines 
about the consequences of premature practice, the implications for ATCP teachers must 
be taken seriously given the original intention of these programs to remedy the growing 
problem of teacher shortages. The fact of the matter is that ATCP teachers are dispro
portionately more likely to be placed in racially, linguistically, and socioeconomically 
minoritised communities with students from backgrounds different from their own 
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2005). Additionally, many ATCP teachers are often assigned 
to roles outside of their intended certificate area; M. A. M. Thomas (2018) offers the 
striking example that an ATCP teacher might have to lead an IEP (Individualized 
Education Program) meeting on the first day of school, only to have ‘yesterday learned 
what the acronym IEP means’ (p. 452). Accordingly, the design of practice in beginning 
teacher learning generally, and ATCPs specifically, is not neutral. The implications of 
these design decisions are inextricably tied to issues of power and equity and have far- 
reaching consequences for students and communities.

Laboratory, apprenticeship, or something else?

At first glance, synchronous-service ATCPs closely mirror the apprenticeship model of 
teacher education. Dewey (1964/1904) reminds us that the aims of practice will funda
mentally shift the role that practice plays in beginning teacher learning. The aim of these 
programs is to place ‘highly qualified’ teachers in shortage areas, so ATCP teachers must, 
by design, be equipped to take on the full labour and responsibilities of classroom 
instruction with just 5 or 6 weeks of summer preparation. This aim is immediate and 
practical, or in Dewey’s words, to make ‘on the spot . . . an efficient workman’ (p. 314).

That said, synchronous-service ATCPs in our contemporary political context differ 
from apprenticeships in an important way. One of Dewey’s (1964/1904) critiques of 
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teacher education programs that prioritise immediate classroom practice with a mentor 
teacher is the creation of a classroom simulation where ‘the conditions of the practice- 
teacher are made unreal’ (p. 317). This situation includes a ‘deprivation of responsibility’ 
for classroom management as well as the ‘close supervision’ and ‘presence of an expert 
ready to suggest,’ resulting in a form of practice where children’s best interests ‘are so 
safeguarded and supervised that the situation approaches learning to swim without going 
too near the water’ (p. 317, emphasis in original). By contrast, synchronous-service ATCP 
teachers are learning to teach in a situation where the conditions of teaching are fully real, 
and beginning teachers are entirely responsible for the ‘best interests’ of their students. In 
our contemporary public school system, teachers are held accountable to these ‘best 
interests’ through a variety of standardised, test-based achievement measures. ATCP 
teachers are learning to teach in a context that is both under-supported and closely 
surveilled; rather than learning to swim next to the water, ATCP teachers are thrown into 
the deep end without a flotation device and then scored on their ability to stay afloat.

Discussion and conclusion

Despite the heated debate around the role of ATCPs in teacher education, the fact 
remains that, as teachers continue to leave the classroom at increasing rates, these 
‘alternative’ programs will likewise serve as mechanisms to alleviate educator shortages. 
In fact, in the few years since the pandemic, there has been a renewed interest in 
apprenticeship-style teacher education models that employ beginning teachers full time 
in a school district as they complete a preparatory program. In the US, states like 
Tennessee have garnered federal funding to establish teacher apprenticeship pathways, 
permanent pipelines that aim to make becoming a teacher more affordable through ‘on 
the job’ training (Tennessee Department of Education, 2022). While empirical research 
has yet to assess and evaluate the impact of these programs, the irony is that despite being 
heralded as ‘innovative,’ there are glaring similarities to teacher apprenticeships from 
over a century ago. If we are to continue to credential beginning teachers in this way, the 
field of teacher education—both in the US and globally—would benefit from closer 
attention to the unique conditions of alternative, synchronous-service learning.

Dewey’s (1964/1904) framework for closely analysing the time, placement, and meth
ods of practice in teacher preparation helps specify the conditions and implications of 
synchronous-service learning. Full-time teaching placed concurrently with preparatory 
coursework runs the risk of developing a teacher that is consumed with immediacy and 
control; student corporal compliance becomes paramount, especially when reinforced by 
evaluation tools that narrowly define student success. The high-stakes environment 
which all teachers presently experience is compounded for ATCP teachers who are 
learning to teach ‘on the job’ and attempting to navigate a complex interplay between 
their ‘noble goals’ (A. Costigan, 2004) and the harsh realities of public-school teaching. 
These realities, which often result in a situation in which beginnings are closely scruti
nised with little to no adequate support, have only been amplified by COVID-19 and the 
contentious, political strife that has upended schools across the US.

Future ATCP design and research must consequently address these conditions. If 
beginning teachers are to be thrown into the deep end and scored on their ability to stay 
afloat, then ATCP teacher educators need to more intentionally prepare candidates for 
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this reality. Programs should be designed to directly mediate the ongoing and inevitable 
tensions between what public schooling currently is and what education could be, 
specifically for synchronous-service teachers. For this is the work of teacher education, 
to equip beginning teachers to traverse the unrelenting waters that attempt to wash away 
initial ideals and pursue more equitable educational practices. Dewey (1964/1904) best 
summarises this tension in the closing words of his essay: ‘The needful thing is improve
ment of education, not simply turning out teachers who can do better the things that are 
now necessary to do, but rather by changing the conception of what constitutes educa
tion’ (p. 338).

A fundamental question, then, remains: Can ATCPs be designed in ways that equip 
teachers to change the conception of education? The pressing issue of teacher shortages 
prompts us to take this question seriously, as do other aims of alternative certification 
policies. To be sure, I raise this issue not to promote the perpetuation of ATCPs as they 
currently operate and exist but to rather invoke a more provocative question: Can ATCPs 
be transformative? Given these programs can often provide more financially viable 
pathways into the profession and are frequently leveraged as initiatives to diversify the 
teaching force, careful and intentional design choices are paramount to adequately 
supporting and developing beginning teachers. Without ATCPs tailored to the unique 
experiences of synchronous-service learning, haphazard alternative certification policies 
have the potential to reify the narrative of absence and failure for teachers from 
nondominant backgrounds, particularly when these programs do not achieve sought- 
after retention rates as remedies for teacher shortages (Haddix, 2017). Ultimately, gaining 
clarity around the limitations and possibilities of synchronous-service learning stands to 
help us see how teacher preparation in all of its forms might be more intentionally 
designed to better equip beginning teachers to transform education.
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