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Relocating Teacher Preparation to New Graduate Schools 
of Education
Marilyn Cochran-Smith

Boston College, Chestnut Hill, MA, USA

ABSTRACT
The relocation of teacher preparation to new graduate schools of 
education (nGSEs) is a highly controversial “innovation” within 
the rapidly expanding field of teacher education. This introduc-
tory article to a guest-edited issue of The New Educator focused 
on nGSEs defines teacher preparation at nGSEs and analyzes 
their characteristics. The article identifies the intersecting poli-
tical, professional, and policy contexts and conditions out of 
which teacher preparation at nGSEs emerged, pointing out 
that popular and professional reactions and responses to this 
innovation have been extremely mixed. The article also provides 
information about the design of the larger study from which all 
the articles in the issue draw.

The relocation of teacher preparation to new graduate schools of education 
(nGSEs) is a highly controversial “innovation” within the rapidly expanding 
field of teacher education. Throughout this issue of The New Educator, the 
authors use the acronym, “nGSE” (Cochran-Smith, Carney, & Miller, 2016), to 
refer to the small, but growing phenomenon of teacher preparation at new 
graduate schools of education that prepare and endorse teachers for certifica-
tion and award master’s degrees, but are not university-based or formally 
affiliated with universities. All of the articles in the issue draw on data and 
analyses generated by a Spencer Foundation-supported study of nGSEs.

A few words about positionality and intention are necessary up front. As the 
principal investigator of the study, I have a long history as a university-based 
teacher education scholar and practitioner committed to justice and equity. This 
history notwithstanding, it was not the purpose of the larger study or the articles in 
this issue to evaluate or judge teacher preparation at nGSEs in light of the a priori 
values and commitments of the research team. Rather our intention was to be as 
even-handed as possible as we documented and theorized how teacher preparation 
was conceptualized and enacted within and across multiple nGSEs from the 
meaning perspectives of participants. Along these lines, the goal of the larger 
study was to develop an understanding of the nature, quality, and impact of teacher 
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preparation at nGSEs as an emerging phenomenon within a shifting organizational 
field wherein new organizations have laid claim to institutional ground and 
program legitimacy long reserved for schools of education at universities. It is 
also important to note that none of the researchers involved in this study is (or ever 
was) affiliated with any of the nGSEs studied. Rather the leaders of the nGSEs we 
studied agreed to participate and to provide us with broad access to proprietary 
and other materials because they found the topic timely and important and 
because they believed they could both learn from the study and make 
a contribution to others.

This introductory article to the issue defines teacher preparation at nGSEs 
and enumerates their characteristics. Then the article analyzes the political, 
professional, and policy contexts and conditions out of which teacher pre-
paration at nGSEs emerged, and it reviews the extremely mixed popular and 
professional reactions and responses to this innovation. The article also 
provides information about the design of the larger study from which all the 
articles draw. Readers will gain the richest interpretation of teacher prepara-
tion at nGSEs by reading across the articles in the issue, which reveal that there 
is considerable variation across teacher preparation at nGSEs.

What are nGSEs?

As noted, nGSEs are new, non-university education organizations that prepare 
teacher candidates, endorse them for state teaching certification/initial licen-
sure, and award master’s degrees, but are not university-based or formally 
affiliated with universities. In addition to offering programs in teacher pre-
paration, some nGSEs offer programs and degrees in other areas.

Based on an iterative process of digital searches for nGSEs beginning in 
2015 (including a 50-state analysis, plus the District of Columbia, of the 
websites of state departments of education conducted in 2019) and interviews 
with leaders of nGSE, we identified ten instances of teacher preparation at 
nGSEs as of 2020.1 Figure 1 lists the ten nGSEs chronologically by the year they 
were established as graduate schools, although many of them had credentialed 
teachers prior to that time.2 (See Cochran-Smith, Keefe, Carney, Olivo, & 
Jewett Smith, 2020, for more information.)

We identified six features of teacher preparation at nGSEs that constitute 
the institutional domain.

1The Rhode Island School for Progressive Education (RISPE), which will offer teacher preparation and is approved by 
the state of Rhode Island as an insitution of higher education offering master’s degrees, will open in 2021.

2On July 9, 2020, the Higher Education Licensing Commission (Washington, DC) approved a name change – 
“Moreland University” – for the TEACH-NOW Graduate School of Education; TEACH-NOW will continue to exist 
under the Moreland University umbrella. Given its new status as a program within an online university, TEACH- 
NOW no longer fits with our definition of nGSEs. However all of the data about TEACH-NOW in this and other 
articles in this issue were obtained while it was an nGSE.
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• Recent emergence: Teacher preparation at nGSEs is a “new” phenomenon 
that emerged in the 2000s within the context of a loose collection of education 
reforms, initiatives, and policies intended to “improve teacher quality” and 
increase the number of teachers in shortage areas. All ten nGSEs were estab-
lished within a brief window in time between 2006 and 2018.

Organization and
Location 

Establishment/Origin of GSE Accreditation

High Tech High and
High Tech High GSE
San Diego, CA

High Tech High Charter Management 
Organization established High Tech High GSE
in 2006
(teacher preparation occurs at both
HTH and HTHGSE).

Institutional Accreditation:
Western Association for Schools and 
Colleges (WASC)

National Programmatic Accreditation:
None

Reach Institute for School 
Leadership 
Oakland, CA

Established in 2008 as independent, stand-alone 
organization designed by teachers

Institutional Accreditation: 
WASC

National Programmatic Accreditation:
None

Teachers College of 
San Joaquin  
Stockton, CA

San Joaquin County Office of Education 
established Teachers College of 
San Joaquin in 2009

Institutional Accreditation:
WASC

National Programmatic Accreditation:
None

Upper Valley GSE
Lebanon, NH   

Upper Valley GSE established in 2010 
in partnership with Upper Valley Educators 
Institute

Institutional Accreditation:
UVGSE: NECHE (pursuing)

National Programmatic Accreditation:
None

Relay GSE
19 urban campuses

Leaders of Uncommon Schools, Knowledge
is Power, Achievement First established Relay GSE

in 2011, building on Teacher U, 
established in partnership with Hunter 
College, 2007

Institutional Accreditation:
Middle States Commission on Higher 
Education (MSCHE)

National Programmatic Accreditation:
Council for the Accreditation of Educator 
Preparation (pending final visit)

Sposato GSE 
Boston, MA  
 

Match Charter Management Organization  
established Sposato GSE in 2012 

Institutional Accreditation: 
Accrediting Commission of Career Schools 
and Colleges (pursuing) 
 
National Programmatic Accreditation: 
None 

MAT program at American 
Museum of Natural History  
New York, NY 
  

Richard Gilder Graduate School established  
by AMNH to grant Ph.D. in Comparative  
Biology, 2012 
MAT program in Earth Science embedded  
in RGGS, 2015  
 

Institutional Accreditation: 
New York State Board of Regents 
 
National Programmatic Accreditation: 
CAEP 

TEACH-NOW GSE2 
Washington, DC (headquarters  
for online programs) 
 

TEACH-NOW established as stand-alone,  
for-profit GSE in 2015 

Institutional Accreditation: 
Distance Education Accreditation 
Commission (DEAC)  
 
National Programmatic Accreditation: 
Council for the Accreditation of Educator 
Preparation (CAEP) 

Alder GSE 
Partner campuses in Bay Area,  
Central Valley, Los Angeles, 
CA 
 

Aspire Charter Management Organization  
established Aspire University, 2015 
Renamed Alder GSE in 2017 

Institutional Accreditation: 
WASC 
 
National Programmatic Accreditation: 
None 
 

Woodrow Wilson Graduate  
School of Teaching & 
Learning  
Cambridge, MA 

Woodrow Wilson Academy of Teaching  
and Learning established as stand-alone  
GSE, 2018 
Renamed Woodrow Wilson Graduate School  
of Teaching & Learning, 2019 
 

Institutional Accreditation: 
New England Commission of Higher 
Education (NECHE) 
(pursuing) 
 
National Programmatic Accreditation: 
None 
 

Figure 1. Teacher preparation at new graduate schools of education.

THE NEW EDUCATOR 3



• Focus on initial preparation: Although they vary considerably in format, 
approach, and arrangements, all nGSEs offer teacher preparation for candi-
dates at the initial level. This means that unlike teacher recruitment programs, 
such as Teach For America, wherein teachers are expected to learn on the job, 
nGSE programs assume that teaching is a learned activity, which requires 
more than individuals’ subject matter knowledge, motivation, and/or “nat-
ural” aptitude.

• State approval as institutions of higher education: All nGSEs are 
approved as “institutions of higher education” by their respective state depart-
ments of education, some with teacher preparation programs approved in 
more than one state.

• Organizational basis: As noted, nGSEs are either stand-alone educational 
organizations, or they are part of, or have emerged from, other non-university 
educational organizations. As Figure 1 shows, four nGSEs grew out of charter 
schools or charter management organizations, two were developed from 
existing county or regional professional development facilities, one was 
embedded in an existing graduate school at a museum, and three were created 
as new stand-alone educational organizations.

• Non-university status: As noted, nGSEs are not university-based and are 
not affiliated with universities as knowledge brokers or degree-granting 
bodies. Although nGSEs deliberately break with the institutional structures 
and knowledge traditions of universities, many use university nomenclature 
(e.g., “graduate school of education,” “graduate school,” “professor of prac-
tice,” or “teachers college”).

• Institutional/program accreditation: In the United States, college and 
university higher education institutions are accredited by the long- 
established and prestigious regional higher education accreditation system. 
In addition, specific higher education programs, such as teacher preparation, 
may seek national programmatic accreditation through federally-recognized 
national accreditors. As Figure 1 indicates, some nGSEs have achieved 
institutional accreditation through the regional accreditation system or are 
approved by other nationally-recognized accreditors. In addition, three tea-
cher preparation programs at nGSEs have achieved national programmatic 
accreditation through the Council for the Accreditation of Educator 
Preparation (CAEP).

As this discussion suggests, some of the key characteristics of teacher 
preparation at nGSEs converge with the characteristics of many university 
preparation programs, while others markedly diverge. Together, the articles in 
this issue explore the interplay of convergence and divergence and its extent, 
meaning, and implications for the organizational field of teacher education.

4 M. COCHRAN-SMITH



What were the conditions and contexts out of which nGSEs emerged?

Three converging trends were part of the context in which nGSEs emerged. 
These and other trends created a climate that was not only amenable to the 
emergence of teacher preparation at nGSEs, but also to a certain extent 
privileged and supported the expansion and legitimation of teacher pre-
paration at non-university professional schools and other non-university 
sites.

A new policy paradigm in education

Many scholars agree that A Nation at Risk (National Commission on 
Excellence in Education, 1983) was a watershed moment in United States 
education policy. This and other reports brought unprecedented attention to 
teacher quality by policymakers at the highest levels and marked the emer-
gence of what Mehta (2013) called a new “education policy paradigm” 
consistent with a larger shift toward neoliberal economics wherein indivi-
dualism, free markets, and private good(s) took precedence over other goals. 
This new paradigm was based on several key premises: educational success is 
the key to economic success for individuals and nations; American schools 
(and teachers) are failing; and, educational success should be measured by 
tests. These assumptions supported market-based approaches to education 
reform, including deregulation, charter schools, data-driven decision mak-
ing, high-stakes testing, new forms of competition and accountability, and 
increased roles for the private sector (Hickel, 2012; Mehta, 2013). In teacher 
education in particular, policymakers treated teacher preparation as a “policy 
problem” to be solved by manipulating policies related to teacher supply, 
preparation, and evaluation, especially through labor market innovations 
related to certification, entry pathways, preparation, and recruitment 
(Cochran-Smith, 2005).

Underlying the new policy paradigm was the assumption that teachers 
and schools – rather than outside factors, such as poverty and systemic 
racism – were responsible for school failure. The belief in the capacity of 
schools and teachers (and indirectly, teacher education) to address inequality 
was consistent with the larger belief underlying United States social policy 
since the 1960s that “inequality and poverty are susceptible to educational 
corrections” (Kantor & Lowe, 2016). This idea exacerbated disillusionment 
with public education and supported the turn away from public schools 
(Kantor & Lowe, 2016) and university teacher education (Zeichner & 
Peña-Sandoval, 2015).
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A new paradigm in educational philanthropy

At about the same time a new education policy paradigm was emerging, a related 
educational philanthropy paradigm also began to influence the course of teacher 
education in the United States, including the development of nGSEs. 
Historically educational philanthropy was highly localized with individuals’ 
relationships and personal histories often influencing multiple small-scale to 
medium-scale donations without expecting much accountability for outcomes 
(Hess, 2005; Wilson, 2014). In teacher education, private funds (and public 
funds to a certain extent) have often focused on improving university-based 
teacher education. However, as Hess (2005, 2012) suggests, the new approach to 
philanthropy was more “assertive” and “muscular” in that a small number of key 
foundations, sometimes referred to as “venture philanthropies,” began lever-
aging large donations with the intention of challenging the educational bureau-
cracy and expecting rapid results and accountability. Like venture capitalists, the 
new group of philanthropists was more hands-on, applying the practices of 
business investment to educational reforms, seeking to solve specific problems, 
influence policy, and monitor progress (Colvin, 2005; Saltman, 2009).

This approach to philanthropy supported the work of education entrepre-
neurs who created new for-profit and nonprofit organizations that were inde-
pendent and separate from the system of public K-12 schooling and from 
university teacher education (Smith & Peterson, 2006; Suggs & deMarrais, 
2011). Zeichner and Peña-Sandoval (2015) have argued that today’s philan-
thropists seem intent on solving the problems of teacher education not by 
building capacity within the current college and university system but rather by 
disrupting that system to make room for new teacher education providers.

An urgent need for change

A third aspect of the climate that enabled the emergence of nGSEs was the 
widespread perception that there was an urgent need for change in the ways 
teachers were traditionally recruited, prepared, distributed, and retained. 
There were several very different arguments about the need for change. 
Perhaps most prominent was the pervasive “failure narrative” about university 
teacher education that was constructed in the 1990s and early 2000s by 
spokespersons for the United States Department of Education, conservative 
think tanks, private advocacy organizations, and some education professionals 
(Cochran-Smith, 2005; Cochran-Smith et al., 2018; Hollar, 2017; Zeichner & 
Conklin, 2016). The authors of the failure narrative asserted that: universities 
had a monopoly on teacher preparation even though programs were ineffec-
tive, certification procedures were cumbersome and unnecessary, and alter-
nate pathways were a superior policy model (Ballou & Podgursky, 2000; 
Duncan, 2009; United State Department of Education, 2002, 2003).

6 M. COCHRAN-SMITH



In addition to the chronic failure narrative about teacher preparation, which 
was linked to neoliberal ideology, there was mounting empirical evidence 
regarding teacher shortages, especially in urban schools and in key areas, 
including science and math, special education, and education for English lear-
ners (Ingersoll & Perda, 2009; Sutcher, Darling-Hammond, & Carver-Thomas, 
2016). In addition there were widely circulated – although contested (Zeichner & 
Conklin, 2016) – claims that many university-prepared new teachers felt ill- 
prepared for, and did not desire to work in, urban schools (Levine, 2006).

Critiques of traditional teacher preparation did not come only from those 
outside university teacher education. During the 1990s and continuing, 
a powerful professionalization agenda emerged that called for radical change 
in the status quo of teacher education through higher professional standards 
and greater accountability across preparation, program approval, and licen-
sure (National Commission on Teaching & America’s Future, 1996, 1997). 
Along different lines, from the 1980s onward, some university teacher educa-
tors and professional organizations argued for the transformation of university 
teacher preparation and for programs that were justice-, equity-, and/or 
community-centered so that teacher candidates were prepared to serve min-
oritized populations and to challenge the systems that reproduce school and 
social inequities (McDonald & Zeichner, 2009; Sleeter, 2009; Villegas, 2008).

In the first decade of the 2000s, there was also a new emphasis on clinical 
experience as the central context in which teachers learn instruction and 
classroom management (National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher 
Education, 2010). This emerged partly in response to the charge that univer-
sity preparation programs did not produce effective teachers because of the 
long-perceived gap between theory and practice (Ball & Forzani, 2009). 
Increased focus on practice produced an array of contrasting developments, 
including teacher performance assessments, residency- or school-based mod-
els of preparation, preparation programs centered on “core” or “high leverage” 
practices, and new providers of teacher preparation, such as nGSEs, which 
were claimed to be closer to practice than many university programs.

For almost 30 years, these co-existing, albeit in many ways contradictory 
and contested, critiques called attention to the charge that traditional teacher 
preparation must change. Although there were many important efforts to 
reform or transform teacher education within universities, the relentless call 
for change, coupled with the larger trends discussed above, paved the way for 
new providers outside universities.

Responses and reactions to teacher preparation at nGSEs

Not surprisingly, the emergence of teacher preparation at nGSEs prompted 
extremely mixed reactions. Given space restrictions, the section below offers 
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a broad-strokes overview of responses as expressed in both popular and 
professional outlets over the last decade.

Well before scholarship emerged about nGSEs, the media dove headlong 
into the teacher preparation “revolution.” Although profiles of nGSEs in the 
news and on social media ranged from praise to excoriating criticism, many 
were praiseful. Examples are plentiful, but a few convey the tone: the New York 
Times lauded the launching of the AMNH’s MAT program in earth science for 
addressing the science teacher shortage (Quenqua, 2012); the Wall Street 
Journal heralded Relay’s success at counteracting the lack of diversity in the 
teaching force (Brody, 2019); the Washington Post and Forbes Magazine 
applauded TEACH-NOW’s founder as an innovative entrepreneur whose 
lucrative school of education featured new technologies (Heath, 2016; 
Stengel, 2017); Philanthropy cited Match, Relay, and High Tech High as 
preparation programs building on the charter school “revolution” to mobilize 
talent (Finn, Manno, & Wright, 2016). As these examples suggest, many 
stories in the popular press were laudatory and uncritical, framing teacher 
preparation at nGSEs as “innovative” – sometimes even “revolutionary” – 
solutions to the problems of teacher quality, teacher shortages, and the pre-
sumed inadequacies of university preparation. Meanwhile some news media 
offered more nuanced coverage of highly contested state/district decisions 
about whether to approve Relay as an education provider in Connecticut 
(Iasevoli, 2016; Megan, 2016; Thomas, 2018), Pennsylvania (Ravitch & 
Schneider, 2016), and the Pueblo City Schools (Pompia, 2018).

In addition to frequent praise, however, there were also excoriating critiques 
of nGSEs in the media. Many appeared in popular blogs by Diane Ravitch (and 
her guests) and by Thomas Ultican, Peter Greene, Mercedes Schneider, and 
others who champion public education and challenge both the charter school 
movement as a threat to democracy and philanthropy’s push toward privati-
zation. For example, Ravitch (2016), Schneider (2018) and Ultican (2018) all 
critiqued the lack of qualifications of faculty and deans at many nGSEs with 
Ravitch (2016) opining that calling Aspire (now Alder GSE), Sposato, and 
Relay “graduate schools of education” was insulting.

At the same time that there were mixed responses in the popular media, 
there were also mixed responses to nGSEs in the professional literature. Hess 
and McShane’s (2014) Teacher Quality 2.0 included a chapter contrasting the 
“swell of disruptive innovation” at places like Relay with the “incoherent or 
haphazard curriculum” of public universities that “monopolize” teacher pre-
paration and supply (Gastic, 2014, p. 91). A few other commentaries in 
professional publications were consistent with the perspectives of the educa-
tion reform movement, applauding efforts by Relay and Sposato to reinvent 
how teachers are prepared for high-need urban schools (Candal, 2014; 
Caperton & Whitmire, 2012) and/or to scale up preparation (Caperton & 
Whitmire, 2012).

8 M. COCHRAN-SMITH



Finally, a small but growing body of critique related to teacher preparation 
at nGSEs emerged in peer-reviewed journals over the last five years based on 
critical analyses of education policy, historical events, publicly-available 
materials, and peer-reviewed research. Unlike most of those who praise 
nGSEs, all of these critics were located at university schools of education. 
Their critiques were targeted primarily at nGSEs that grew out of charter 
schools, often with the support of private funds, especially the NewSchools 
Venture Fund, an organization that explicitly promotes charters (Zeichner & 
Peña-Sandoval, 2015).

The overarching argument of these critiques is that teacher preparation at 
nGSEs is part of the larger neoliberal “ed reform” movement that emerged in 
the 1990s to radically disrupt public education (and teacher education) to 
make room for “innovative” market-based reforms (Anderson, 2019; Mungal, 
2019; Philip et al., 2018; Souto-Manning, 2019; Stitzlein & West, 2014; 
Zeichner, 2016; Zeichner & Peña-Sandoval, 2015). The critiques document 
the shift in funds from both private and public resources away from teacher 
preparation in universities and toward supporting educational “entrepre-
neurs” in non-university ventures (Anderson, 2019; Zeichner & Conklin, 
2016; Zeichner & Peña-Sandoval, 2015).

A closely related critique is the charge that relocating teacher preparation to 
non-university settings is part of a deliberate effort to undermine or “gaslight” 
university programs by stoking false narratives about university preparation as 
a problem rather than a site of knowledge production (Anderson, 2019; Philip 
et al., 2018; Souto-Manning, 2019; Zeichner & Conklin, 2016) and by simul-
taneously excluding university teacher educators and including nGSE teacher 
educators in key discussions and networks (Anderson, 2019; Souto-Manning, 
2019). Here, an overlapping argument is that policy and philanthropy prac-
tices intended to decrease the university role and expand the non-university 
role in teacher preparation are fueled by repeated, but unsubstantiated, claims 
about the success of nGSE “innovations” (Zeichner, 2016) and intentional 
misrepresentation of what the research says about university preparation 
(Zeichner & Conklin, 2016).

Critics also argue that nGSEs like Relay and Sposato undermine the demo-
cratizing aims of teacher preparation (Philip et al., 2018; Smith, 2015; Stitzlein 
& West, 2014) and deny teacher candidates access to transformative multi-
disciplinary knowledge and social theory (Anderson, 2019; Stitzlein & West, 
2014). This argument is coupled with the critique that some nGSEs train 
prospective teachers in narrow decontextualized “core” techniques – proffered 
as neutral (Mungal, 2019; Philip, 2019; Philip et al., 2018) – but actually based 
on deficit models that circumscribe students’ possibilities (Smith, 2015). Part 
of this critique is that reducing teaching to the automatic use of highly 
prescriptive techniques (Philip et al., 2018), particularly in low-income schools 
with large number of minoritized students, reproduces inequities and 
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precludes opportunities to question existing power issues (Philip, 2019; Philip 
et al., 2018; Smith, 2015; Zeichner, 2016)

Studying the phenomenon of teacher preparation at nGSEs

The discussion above suggests that teacher preparation at nGSEs is nothing if 
not fraught with controversy. This alone suggests that it is worthy of empiri-
cal study, but there are additional important reasons. Although nGSEs are 
responsible for only a small portion of the teachers prepared each year in the 
United States, they have garnered considerable media attention and 
a disproportionate share of the private and public funding allocated to 
teacher education. But, as shown above, policy and the media have run 
ahead of research in this area, and although a body of critique has now 
emerged about teacher preparation at nGSEs, there have been very few 
independent empirical studies based on direct access to nGSE programs 
themselves.3

Independent, empirical studies based on direct access are needed to pro-
duce theoretically- and empirically-grounded knowledge and theory to sup-
port the advocacy of, or the opposition to, aspects of teacher preparation at 
various nGSEs based on evidence rather than stereotypes, over-generalization, 
or politics, which is often the case now. Second, by entering the organizational 
field as graduate schools, nGSEs have situated themselves as competitors of 
university schools of education. It is important for university-based and other 
providers of teacher preparation to know how the leaders of nGSEs under-
stand the project of learning to teach, how they conceptualize and enact 
teacher preparation, what they regard as evidence of programs’ and candi-
dates’ progress toward success, and how they operate organizationally and 
institutionally. Finally, reports consistently indicate that enrollment in uni-
versity-based teacher education programs has dropped considerably over the 
last 10 years while enrollment in non-university teacher preparation pro-
grams, including some nGSEs, has increased (Partelow, 2019). In addition 
some nGSEs have succeeded at recruiting as many as 50% (or more) of teacher 
candidates from minoritized groups (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2020). Because boosting enrollment and diversifying the pool of teacher 
candidates are goals to which nearly all teacher preparation providers ascribe, 
other providers may be able to learn about new strategies from research about 
nGSEs.

3Beyond the work highlighted in this issue of TNE, a research brief about teacher preparation at High Tech High 
(Wojcikiewicz, Jackson-Mercer, & Harrell, 2019) highlights its alignment with the design principles of “deeper 
learning.” In addition, a chapter by Gupta, Trowbridge, and Macdonald (2016) describes how teacher candidates 
leveraged their experiences learning to teach in the AMNH’s MAT program in earth science; Salmacia’s (2017) 
dissertation on teachers’ data literacy includes a chapter on Sposato GSE, and Chatman’s (2019) dissertation on 
special education teachers’ preparation for culturally responsive teaching features interviews with Relay dual- 
certified graduates.
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Research design and questions

The section below describes the design of the larger nGSE study, which is the 
source of the articles in this issue of TNE; individual articles provide additional 
information. Figure 2 is a graphic representation of the questions and methods 
used in this three-phased study.

As Figure 2 shows, the first phase of the study defined the characteristics 
of teacher education at nGSEs in the United States, identifying their insti-
tutional domain and collecting basic information about each nGSE site. 
The second phase was case studies of teacher preparation at four nGSEs, 
selected because they represented geographic, programmatic, and philoso-
phical variation (Patton, 2005), and they were available and willing to 
participate: Sposato GSE, High Tech High/High Tech High GSE, TEACH- 
NOW GSE, and the MAT program at the AMNH.4 For Phase 2, each of the 
four cases was regarded as having “intrinsic” individual interest (Stake, 
2006) – that is, each had relatively high visibility in the media and/or in 
terms of funding, and each had been noted for its institutional and pro-
grammatic innovations. However, the four cases were also regarded as 
having “instrumental” value (Stake, 2006) in that each was an example of 
the emerging phenomenon of teacher preparation at nGSEs. The goal of 
Phase 3, in contrast to Phase 2, was cross-case analysis in order to construct 
a theoretically-informed, evidence-rich analysis of the phenomenon of 
teacher preparation at nGSEs within a shifting organizational field. As 
Figure 2 shows, each phase of the study addressed a set of inter-related 
questions:

(1) Phase 1: What are the defining characteristics of teacher preparation at 
nGSEs? What are all the identifiable instances of teacher preparation at 
nGSEs that constitute the institutional domain?

(2) Phase 2: How is teacher preparation conceptualized and enacted within 
the institutional and organizational contexts of four different nGSEs? 
What makes teacher preparation make sense to the participants at each 
nGSE? How are the missions, practices, pedagogies, and tools of each 
nGSE shaped by their institutional environments and constraints?

(3) Phase 3: What is the nature of the phenomenon of teacher preparation 
at nGSEs across multiple sites? What are similarities and differences in 
how teacher preparation is conceptualized and enacted across sites? 
What are the organizational and institutional aspects that shape the 
phenomenon of teacher preparation?

4Although approached and invited multiple times, Relay GSE, the largest of the nGSEs in the U.S., was unwilling to 
participate in the study, citing a concern about the bias of the researchers.
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As noted above, the goal of the larger study was not to assess, evaluate, or 
judge teacher preparation at the four nGSE sites in light of a priori values and 
assumptions related to teacher preparation. Rather the goal was to provide 
a theoretically-informed, evidence-rich foundation of information about tea-
cher preparation at nGSEs grounded in the principle of respectful representa-
tion of the values, beliefs, and practices of the “others” being studied while also 
contributing to new understandings about the nature of teacher preparation in 
new non-university contexts.

Interpretive frameworks

This study of teacher preparation within the contexts and constraints of a new 
kind of educational organization is located at the intersection of two educa-
tional sub-fields – teacher learning within communities and the study of 
educational organizations. Looking at teacher preparation at nGSEs through 
either of these lenses separately clarifies important dimensions of this new 
phenomenon. Looking through both of these lenses at once, however, makes it 
possible to see relationships and interactions between programs’ missions, 
practices, pedagogies, and tools, on one hand, and their larger institutional 
structures and logics, on the other. Although a number of scholars have used 
institutional theory to analyze school organizations and classroom practices in 
relation to educational policies (Burch, 2007), there has been very little 
research about teacher preparation that combines ideas about teacher learning 
with ideas from institutional theory (Sánchez, 2019).

From the perspective of teacher learning, we drew on Cochran-Smith and 
Lytle’s (1999) “teacher learning in communities” framework, which suggests 
that underlying different kinds of teacher learning initiatives are contrasting 
beliefs and ideas about knowledge, practice, the relationships of knowledge 
and practice, the role of inquiry communities in teacher learning, and teachers’ 
roles in educational change. Along different, but complementary lines, we used 
Lave and Wenger’s (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger-Trayner & 
Wenger-Trayner, 2015) ideas about social co-participation or “communities 
of practice” to theorize learning to teach in relation to the discourses, norms, 
and shared repertoire of tools, practices, and routines of groups of practi-
tioners who engage in joint learning activities through sustained interaction.

In addition to theories of teacher learning, the study was guided by ideas 
from new institutional theory (Friedland & Alford, 1991; Meyer & Rowan, 
2006; Scott, Ruef, Mendel, & Caronna, 2000), which suggests that organiza-
tions are embedded in social and political environments with practices and 
structures reflecting broader environmental rules, traditions, and beliefs 
(Powell, 2007). These concepts helped organize our examination of the insti-
tutional environments of nGSEs, in particular the notion of institutional logic 
as the organizing principles that guide social actors and provide vocabularies 
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of motive and sense of self (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). We used these and 
other ideas from institutional theory to consider how the founders and leaders 
of nGSE teacher preparation framed “the problem” of teacher preparation, 
how they established and maintained legitimacy, and the nature of their 
sources of identity, cross-organizational interactions, and funding/finance 
systems.

Data sources and analysis

The larger study used the cascading arrangement of data sources shown in 
Figure 2; however, analyses for each phase were distinct. Phase 1 used iterative 
content analysis of documents and interviews to identify the nGSE domain 
and its defining features. For Phase 2, each of the four within-case analyses of 
teacher preparation used a multi-phased process to capture the essence of the 
individual case; the development of codes and the coding of data were con-
ducted independently for each case, guided by the theoretical frameworks 
above and by additional concepts relevant to the case. This allowed the 
researchers to theorize each case in a way that respected the perspectives of 
participants. Phase 2 case analyses used standard qualitative analysis proce-
dures, especially Erickson’s (1986) framework for building propositions using 
multiple data sources and triangulation. Phase 3’s cross-case analysis required 
the recoding of all data across the four cases using codes based on consensual 
qualitative coding and analysis procedures (Hill, Thompson, & Williams, 
1997). Cross-case analysis focused on four key dimensions that emerged 
from the theoretical frameworks and from the data: mission, institutional 
contexts and environments, conceptualization and enactment of the project 
of learning to teach, and funding.

Reading this issue of The New Educator

This article lays the groundwork for this guest-edited issue of The New 
Educator. Although this first article in the issue draws primarily on data and 
analyses from Phase 1 of the study, the next four articles draw from Phase 2. 
More specifically, each of these four offers a theorized profile of teacher 
preparation at one nGSE, including how teacher preparation is conceptualized 
and enacted in relation to the organization’s broader practices, structures, 
environmental rules, traditions, and beliefs (Powell, 2007). Put another way, 
each of these four articles takes up the question: What makes teacher prepara-
tion make sense to the participants at this particular organization and within 
its own institutional/organizational context? The analyses in the next four 
articles are not intended to speak with one voice or echo one interpretive line. 
Rather, they vary considerably according to the unique aspects of each site. In 
addition, although each of these four articles is designed to stand alone, it is 
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also linked to all the other articles in the issue. We hope that readers will read 
across the articles in the issue, which will provide a rich sense of the phenom-
enon of teacher preparation at nGSEs.

The final article in this special issue draws on Phase III of the study by 
offering a multi-case perspective on teacher preparation at nGSEs across the 
four profiles in this issue. The final article makes a series of evidence-based and 
theoretically-informed assertions that cut across the four sites, revealing simi-
larities and differences in mission, conceptualization and enactment of the 
project of learning to teach, institutional contexts and environments, and 
funding. The article argues that teacher preparation at nGSEs is a study in 
contrasts. That is, the leaders and founders of nGSEs framed teacher prepara-
tion at their institutions in terms of marked contrasts they perceived between 
teacher preparation at universities and teacher preparation at their own GSEs; 
these perceived contrasts serve as one of their principal justifications for the 
relocation of teacher preparation to new non-university organizations. At the 
same time, however, there were dramatic contrasts in how teacher preparation 
was conceptualized and enacted across the nGSE sites themselves, depending 
primarily upon the interplay of underlying assumptions and values and the 
larger professional and political missions and purposes to which particular 
nGSEs are attached. The final article concludes by considering nGSE teacher 
preparation in relation to the interlocking crises brought on by the Covid-19 
pandemic and widespread protests against systemic racism in policing and 
other social institutions, including education and teacher education.
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