Preparing Teachers of Young Children: The Current State of Knowledge, and a Blueprint for the Future
Part 2: Effective Teacher Preparation in Early Care and Education: Toward a Comprehensive Research Agenda

Introduction

	ECE is being viewed as essential to educational reform because it is critical to closing the achievement gap.  Teachers are the essential part of a quality ECE program.  Policy makers must focus on ECE teacher preparation.  When policies are linked to resources, they are effective.  Some question the value of a degree beyond two years.  Research supports the need for well-prepared teachers, and reviewers have concluded that a bachelor’s degree is needed.  However, other studies show minimal gains when teachers are more educated.  
	This study aims to broaden the discussion about teacher preparation.  The authors hypothesize about the differences between programs, the effects they have on teachers, and the effects of the workplace.  These questions are answered through a review of the literature and interviews with key stakeholders.

Hypothesis 1: Both the content and the method of delivery of an educational degree influence teacher practices

	Teacher preparation programs vary dramatically and states have varying standards.  Some take place at community colleges and some take place at large universities.  The content of courses is foundational, pedagogical, and/or based on content or subject matter.  In ECE, the content tends to focus on child development.  Interviews with stakeholders and a review of the literature revealed the belief in the importance of integrating and retaining the concepts of developmentally appropriate practice within the context of an increasing focus on young children’s academic skills and school readiness.  There is no consensus on how to best delivery courses on diversity and special education, but they are very important.  Field experiences that are lengthy and high in quality are crucial.  Teacher preparation programs in ECE must also include a variety of field experiences, and financial and academic assistance is needed.  The student cohort approach is promising and is being increasingly used.

Hypothesis 2: Teachers’ ability to apply knowledge and skills effectively depends on whether or not they have opportunities and support for ongoing, on-the-job learning

	A review of the literature revealed that opportunities and support for ongoing, on-the-job learning is indeed of critical importance for effective teaching.  It is most effective when it is delivered by a skilled, well-trained mentor and is long-term.  Research has not yet determined what exactly makes a skilled, well-trained mentor.  Peer support and relationships matter just as much as professional development activities.

Hypothesis 3: Certain features of the work environment either support or hinder teachers in demonstrating their competence, and applying their knowledge and skills.

	A review of the literature reveals that the work environment does support or hinder teachers’ performance.  Appropriate group sizes and ratios, compensation, and unionization contribute to a supportive work environment.  Factors that reduce turnover have not yet been identified.  The role of the director is critical in facilitating teacher retention and professional development opportunities.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Conclusion and Recommendations

	Research must take into account the quality and content of teachers’ preparation and professional development in order to be complete.  Research about the effectiveness of higher degrees has been inconclusive.  The authors’ general recommendations for K-12 and ECE research are a cross-systems approach, and ecological framework, a clearer focus on outcomes, a new ECE data infrastructure, and evaluation of publicly funded teacher preparation, induction, and professional development. 
	Recommendations related to hypothesis 1 are to propose and test critical elements of early childhood teacher preparation programs, examine and test different approaches to teacher preparation programs, and analyze varied approaches to preparing teachers to work with children from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds, children of different ages, and children of special needs.  Recommendations related to hypothesis 2 are to include longitudinal designs, examine the components of specific strategies, explore the impact of varied strategies at different stages of teachers’ careers, study efforts that involve individual teachers vs teaching and administrative teams, and build the knowledge base about the most effective components of coaching and mentoring.  
	Recommendations related to hypothesis 3 are to include aspects of the teaching work environment as variables of interest that may influence teacher practice and examine the role of ECE center directors in contributing to improved teacher practice and program quality..  Recommendations for public policy are increased investment in two-year, four-year, and graduate ECE degree programs in institutions of higher education and a system of program grants for ongoing professional development for ECE teachers.  
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